Creative Living 2: Stephen Cohn

January 10th, 2009

This week’s visitor is someone I especially admire, in part because he made the brave choice to dedicate himself wholly to an art form that creates very few millionaires and has never produced a subject whose face adorned the cover of People magazine. Stephen Cohn is an internationally recognized contemporary classical composer, one of a very small number who regularly receive commissions for original work from respected performance groups. His concert works have been performed and recorded by some of the world’s finest classical ensembles, including the Arditti Quartet, the Kansas City Symphony, the Prague Philharmonic, and the Chroma String Quartet. He was named Composer-in-Residence at The International Encounters of Catalonia in France and has been commissioned to compose works for performance in Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, Brussels, Ceret, France; and Prague. As a film composer, Cohn won an Emmy Award for the score of Dying With Dignity. His classical and commercial recordings have been released by Warner Bros., Motown, A&M Records, Columbia Records, Albany Records and At Peace Media. In 2008, three of his works received world premieres in Los Angeles and Berlin, and 2009 premieres and performances are scheduled in Tucson and Rome. He can be reached at http://www.stephencohn.com/
My first idea about devoting myself to creative work was to relate everything in my life to my music. So whatever I did, whether it was looking at a painting, listening to music, having an argument with my girlfriend, watching the news, chiding a TV commercial or studying metaphysics, part of me was thinking about how it could be transformed into music or bring me closer to the source of musical ideas. It became a way of life.

I explored eastern and western spirituality, ritual magic, mind-expanding chemicals, quantum physics, visual arts, pop culture, and philosophies of art and aesthetics in an attempt to track down the source of creativity. At first there was a fascination with many, apparently different, techniques for being creative. However, upon closer examination, they all seemed to point to a few of basic principles: Creativity is a natural part of being human. Plenty of it is always available if one can only get out the way of it, develop a sense of how and when to be objective about it and know when a piece of work is finished. For teaching purposes, I named, or borrowed names, for the techniques which I find most useful. When I start a new project, I remind myself of these three things to open the flow, to keep it growing, to make critical judgments about my work, and to know when something is complete.

Focusing

When I sit down to work, I first bring myself to a point of concentration. I tell myself that I am opening up all the resources from the deepest part of myself for the work session that is about to begin (where the ideas actually come from, who I’m addressing, is another conversation). Also, I commit to giving my complete focus to the session and I give thanks for the time to luxuriate in my work.

Uncritical Outpouring 

This is based on the idea that the most profound and original stuff is inside and if I can just get myself out of the way it will come out. In starting to write or in continuing something, I find that there are two main inner currents: the creator and the critic. Both of these are essential to the process but the trick, for me, is to separate them – to avoid allowing both to speak at the same time. The critic will shut down the creator by commenting on the flow as it occurs, so my discipline is to put a muzzle on the critic until the creator is finished with what it has to offer. When the critic starts to interrupt, I have to tell it not to interfere and that it will have its say later. It helps me to remember that it is the flow that I am after when I begin, and not the finished product. This takes practice but as the process is trusted, the flow becomes easier to access and reveals more depth than could be imagined. The value of what’s coming out isn’t necessarily recognized as it comes out but rather later, upon achieving some distance from the work.

This is a simple idea but a difficult discipline to use because in our culture, we are conditioned to be critical of our thoughts and we’re not encouraged to sit quietly and allow an unbridled flow of ideas. The more I have worked with this process, the easier it has become.

Uncritical outpouring requires courage. Opening up the deepest levels can make one feel very naked. However, if I tell myself that this is a totally private session, whatever comes out is just an experiment (I’m not committing to it) and nobody will see any of the work until I’m ready to show it, this helps me to focus fearlessly on letting the creator do its thing. Also, keeping in mind that this is the beginning of the process, not the end, helps to keep the critic quiet and the vulnerability tolerable.

After the creator is finished or comes to a natural stopping place, I put the work down and get away from it. I leave it alone until I know that when I come back to it, I will have enough objectivity to look at it as if I were seeing some one else’s work for the first time. This could be a few hours or a day or more. When I pick up the work, it is time to let the critic roll. The critic will tell me what is worth taking to the next stage and will give me flashes of what needs to be done next. If I don’t find anything of value, I will go back and do another uncritical outpouring. If I do find something I like, I apply the uncritical principle to the next stage of the work – either way I’ve done my job as a composer. At the end of the day, I’ll have what I wrote or my reasons why I didn’t write – same at the end of my life.

Condensation

This is an idea that came from a book on ritual magic. It goes like this: you take a letter of the alphabet and in your mind; you invest it with a strong emotion. Then you repeat the process with additional letters until you have a word. You then continue until you have made a phrase of words, like abra cadabra. This phrase is invested with all the condensed energy of all the letters and the resulting words and when you say it out loud, the theory goes; it releases all that condensed energy creating a powerful, magical effect. This struck me as a great analogy for a finished piece of art. For instance, let’s take the writing and recording of a song. First there are many attempts and re-writes of each line of lyrics and melody, then many attempts and experiments with the structure of the melody and the song as a whole. Then there is thought and experimentation with the arrangement of the music, keeping the best ideas. Then in the production, there are many takes of the track with the best parts of the best takes spliced together. Then many takes of the vocal with the best parts assembled and many experiments with background vocals and then sometimes strings and brass, always capturing the best parts of the takes both in terms of the music and the performance. Finally, the recording is mixed by playing it for many hours with the help of automation to bring out the most perfect balances after much experimentation. When complete, a listener puts the CD on, presses the button and it sounds like people just playing and singing but in truth, all that condensed energy from all the levels of evolution of the music, having always chosen the best of the best is released in an instant – it’s powerful magic.

I find that viewing the creative process this way is very liberating. At any stage before completion, I can remind myself not to compare what I’ve done with a finished product, which can be a show stopper. It is also a good practical perspective on how the magic gets into the work. In my experience, it comes not just from re-writing but from being willing to stick with an idea until it is all it can be – the willingness to stay open to the possibility that yet another level of depth or beauty or texture can still be added. How much condensation can you do? How do you know when it’s done? For me, It’s done when I want to keep coming back to listen to what I’ve written because I just can’t wait to hear it again and I’m no longer getting any flashes suggesting changes or additions.

How does one make any judgments about something one is creating? I think that right and wrong have no place in the creative realm other than what intuition tells you. I find that with much focused attention, there is a subtle voice telling me what’s complete and what isn’t fully realized. I have to trust this voice because that’s all there is – this is the ultimate self sufficiency. That voice gets stronger when I trust it and weaker when I look outside myself for direction.

One other little game I play with myself: When I’m almost finished with something and there are one or two spots that aren’t quite satisfying: I take the spot I like least and make it into the spot I like the best.

^ ^ ^

Here’s a brief excerpt from the finale of Stephen’s Two Together: An American Folk Music Suite, a CD that won a Parents’ Choice Gold Award.

Finale
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21 Responses to “Creative Living 2: Stephen Cohn”

1. Merrilee Faber Says: 
January 11th, 2009 at 2:03 am 

Wow, Stephen. You have obviously thought a lot about the creative process. I love what you said about condensation, about putting your energy into the work which is then released in the final product. Lots to muse on. Thanks Stephen for your insights, and thanks Timothy for hosting such a fascinating series.

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
January 11th, 2009 at 11:58 am 

Thank you, thank you, thank you Stephen (and Tim). I’ve read this twice and have printed it out to ensure I never lose it. I’ve been feeling lost for several months now, and unable to get out of my own way. I’ve also been comparing what I’m about to write to finished products and choking on the comparison. Thanks for reminding me to keep the creator and the critic separate. I can’t even begin to process your thoughts on Condensation as I’m still chewing on Focus and Flow. 

Thank you.

3. Stephen Cohn Says: 
January 11th, 2009 at 6:12 pm 

Merrilee and Cynthia,
You’re very welcome. I’m happy to hear that you find these thoughts useful. Thanks to Tim for such a cool and unique series.

4. Larissa Says: 
January 11th, 2009 at 6:19 pm 

Art as meditation makes a lot of sense. There is a definite critic in me who likes to talk all the time and never really gets told to just shut up and to get out of the way. It really is about courage and trusting the process and yourself. It’s also the very basic idea that not everything we do will be or has to be “good”-it can just be. 

Beautiful philosophy on creativity and the process involved. I actually took a break from working on stuff to read this and now i’m armed with even more wonderful advice on how to craft my creative experience.

Thank you.

5. Lisa Kenney Says: 
January 11th, 2009 at 8:51 pm 

This is just fantastic. I was especially intrigued by your thoughts on condensation. I really appreciate being able to hear from the perspective of a composer as a contrast to what writers say. Thank you so much.

6. Thomas Says: 
January 12th, 2009 at 3:45 am 

Stephen,

Thank you for a great post and great insights into the creative process of a “music writer”. While I was reading your post, two things popped into my head. 

First, I wonder if there is such a thing as a universal creative process that stretches across all forms of art, be it music, literature, painting, etc. What you’re describing is the never dying struggle between the free flow of creativity and the built-in censorship we all have. The trick, which I think you really put your finger on, is to not necessarily block out the censorship but to allow it to stand aside until the free flow has done its part. People tend to be too critical of their own work, even before the smallest part of it has been placed on paper. That is the easy path to take. The censorship (the professor, big brother, mom and dad) has an important role to play, as I think that is the way our work finally takes the form that is a reflection of who we are as individuals. That is, you can “free flow” a piece of music, Tim can “free flow” a piece of music, but it’s when you use your objectivity and your unique character that it truly becomes your own, your personal stamp. Your final result will sound different from Tim’s, not just because of different free flow, but because of what your different censors allow to be included. I wonder to what extent this process is true for other forms of artistic expression.

Second, and on a related note, how much of a role do you think commercial expectations play in your process? Unless independently wealthy, we all have to make a living. Do you ever think, “This is not gonna sell so I better scrap it”? If not on a conscious level, do you think it happens on a subconscious level? (Freud would have loved this stuff!) In other words, if you wrote music entirely for your own personal benefit, with no regard to what anyone in the world might think about it, would it sound the same?

Again, thanks for a great post. I enjoyed it, as I enjoy the music I have just discovered on your website.

Thomas

7. usman Says: 
January 12th, 2009 at 5:01 am 

Thank you Stephen and Tim, for an illuminating piece of advise.
I keep going back to the critic and the creator. Great concept. But, Stephen, how difficult or easy was it to turn off the critic. It has obviously got so many instances to rear its head–even when you are at the final stages.
And that absolute moment of truth, when you are sure of the finished product, isn’t there an iota of doubt, that you might have done things better. If so, how do you deal with it?

8. Sylvia Says: 
January 12th, 2009 at 7:52 am 

“If I don’t find anything of value, I will go back and do another uncritical outpouring.”

This is really useful to me. I’ve noticed for the first time that I tend to beat myself up if the outpouring doesn’t generate results, as my first draft was a salesman going door to door. I need to remind myself that sometimes it’s just getting the junk out of the way so that I can find the good stuff.

I need to think more about the condensation, focusing on the component parts. Thank you for taking the time to write this, your viewpoint is intriguing and enlightening.

9. Stephen Cohn Says: 
January 12th, 2009 at 1:21 pm 

Thomas,
On your first point, I agree that the principles we’re discussing are universal, not only in terms of different art forms but in any areas in life where we are creative. However, I think it is both the flow and the objectivity that diferentiates us as artists.

Your point two, regarding the commerical value of a work, is really a different conversation. Regardless of the nature of the assingment, you still need to open up your inner resources and use your critical faculties in a way that is productive. Depending on what your intentions are, you can adjust your critic’s voice to help fulfill the requirements of the task – and I suggest being very clear with yourself from the begining about what you want to accomplish with a given piece work.

Usman,
We could do a whole blog on doubt. It is another form of the critic and needs to be disciplined. In a nutshell,if you have a recurring doubt that there is still more you can squeeze out of an idea, then do more condensation. However, if you feel the work is complete, then choose not to doubt it. In my experience, the less I entertain doubt, the stronger my process becomes.

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 13th, 2009 at 12:18 pm 

A am REALLY happy to see all this thoughtful reaction to Stephen’s post. His was one of the first I received, and it’s stood out as one of the best even as lots more have come in. And I can vouch personally for the fact that Stephen lives what he talks. He and I have talked about process and challenges for hours on end, and I always get up with something new to think about.

The topic of doubt, raised by Usman, is all-pervasive. I spoke yesterday to about 60 members of Sisters in Crime here in LA, and more than half the people in attendance had abandoned a novel at one point or another, and the reasons always came down to an inability to deal with doubt. I would suggest here the best line I know, from the great Japanese novelist Haruki Murakami: Pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional. We’re always going to have doubts about our work; we’re always going to have long periods where we don’t feel we’re working to the best of our ability. Okay, that’s pain. But when we internalize it as suffering, instead of dealing with it as a problem that needs solving — that’s when we (I) hit the wall.

And to Thomas’s point, I think you have to write the thing you most want to write and the hell with whether it’s commercial. I think it’s impossible to write a good novel about something you don’t care about passionately. Even the most popular novelists, those who are held in low critical esteem, are (I think) writing to the best of their ability. The novel is too long and ultimately self-revealing a form for anyone to fake it.

11. Suzanna Says: 
January 13th, 2009 at 5:42 pm 

Hi, Stephen

Thanks for sharing your insights about your creative process. I am intrigued by the steps you take to prepare for your work. The idea of flow has always fascinated me. I’ve read about the state of flow in Hindu religious texts and also in the work of a psychologist named Mihaly Cziksentmihalyi. He believes that when you’re in a state of flow the critic is much quieter when you’re in an elevated state of creativity. There’s simply not enough room for the creator and the critic. The thing is that if you’re not that excited about what you’re doing the critic always noses around and tries to shove the creator aside so you need to be challenged by what you’re trying to accomplish, and have the necessary skills to navigate what you’re working on, but not overly challenged because you begin to doubt yourself and the critic comes back with a vengeance. It’s a fine balancing act to go between allowing yourself to explore something new and being armed with enough knowledge/skills to back up what it is you’re trying to work on so that creative flow can flourish. Thanks again for a fine post.

12. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
January 13th, 2009 at 7:49 pm 

You know what REALLY makes me angry about all this? All this talk about creativity and flow and The Critic? 

What really makes me angry is that I already KNOW all this (the basics – anyway)! And I’m sure all Tim’s readers already know it because Tim wrote about it in his Writer’s Resources section over there on the left hand side of his blog. I’ve read this before, worded differently. I learned this before, but somehow I seem to keep forgetting it.

That’s what makes me angry. I don’t forget how to drive, or how to make lasagne, or how to brush my teeth, or how to read. Why do I forget how to do the thing I love the most? Over and over again?

I guess I should remind myself that anger is just energy and I should just learn to gently redirect it.

Thanks again, Tim and Stephen…

13. usman Says: 
January 13th, 2009 at 9:48 pm 

I think Suzanna makes a fine point about the critic getting into high gear, if we’re not excited by the project.
Suffering is optional–I have to read Murakami soon. I fear, I’ll be asking a lot of people about how they deal with doubt, since in my journey I’ve found this to be a strange elixir, which sometimes propels us forward and at others stifles us. Where lies that fine line between doubt? How do we as individuals deal with it and resolve the doubt?

14. Thomas Says: 
January 14th, 2009 at 9:24 am 

Tim,

I just wanted to comment on your response to my question to Stephen about creativity and commercialism. I may not have expressed myself very well the first time around so let me have another go at it.

What I had in mind was that when you write a novel, you decide beforehand that the story is to take place in Thailand, involve some sort of crime, and stretch for roughly 400 pages. Stephen sits down to write a piece of music, perhaps a film score, perhaps a piece of a certain nature for a specific orchestra, all music in the so called “classical” form. (I’m making wild assumptions here, folks, and correct me if I’m wrong.) If you please bear with me, those are the parameters in their crudest form. 

My point is that by selecting a certain type of literature or music from the outset, you place yourself in a box, with walls, or limits, as to what you can do in order for your finished product to have a place on the market. If there was no audience for Stephen’s music, no matter how creative and innovative, no one would pay to hear it. If Tim’s books didn’t sell, his publisher would look elsewhere. We always have an audience to satisfy, whether that audience is ourselves or a paying group of people. If you do this for a living, there better be a paying group of people.

So, what I’m trying to get a better grasp on is to what extent these “commercial expectations” play a role in actually creating the work in the first place. I personally write fiction for my own pleasure and since I’m not yet proficient enough to sell anything to a paying audience, I can get away with all the gibberish I collect in my desk drawer and still be satisfied with it. However, if I ever were to become good enough to sell a manuscript and, perhaps, even be able to make a living at it, I can imagine that I would start to feel somewhat confined in my creativity by what may or may not sell. That doesn’t mean I have to fake anything, but it might restrict me from any 80-page stream of consciousness ramblings. James Joyce already did that.

Am I completely off here?

Thomas

15. Stephen Cohn Says: 
January 14th, 2009 at 5:35 pm 

Thomas,
You’re burdening yourself with some unnecessarily cynical and discouraging machinery. I have to echo what Tim said in his comment to you – in my experience with music, even the most simplistic, vulgar, commercial music that is successful, is done by people who really believe passionately in what they’re doing. They have found some part of themselves with which their audience identifies and finds charismatic. Contrary to what you say about restrictions, finding an audience creates a freedom to put more of yourself into your work – it is not a restriction. It sounds like your critic is running amuck and you’re encouraging it to interfere with your best efforts. The idea that there is some “commerciality” out there that you have to find is a false thought – there’s nothing out there and looking for it leads you away from your most valuable resources. I know this from personal experience – experience that was painful, wasteful and nearly caused a breakdown.

Why not try an experiment. Write what you truly, passionately want to write with the greatest degree of perfectionism that you have ever mustered…and then see what happens and how you feel about it.

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 14th, 2009 at 10:31 pm 

Stephan, I couldn’t agree more. Thomas, I think that it may be counter-productive to spend energy analyzing the creative process when you could be putting that same energy into actually creating something. I just got a fascinating “Creative Living” blog from a wonderful writer of legal thrillers named Paul Goldstein, who is also one of the world’s top experts on intellectual property law — and I mean that literally: he’s one of a handful of people who are at the very top of that issue. He says in his post, which I’ll put up in a few weeks, that one of the ways he exercises his creativity is by writing the most dramatic stories and trial sequences he can without EVER changing the law to make it more convenient to the plot or pulling the old Perry Mason confession-from-the-witness-box trick, or any other trick that wouldn’t plausibly occur in a trial. So he’s making the point that part of his creative joy comes from working punctiliously within a very narrow legal framework and finding a way to make that compelling and dramatic. 

I think that any structure that stimulates you creatively, that helps you generate the energy you need to keep rolling the snowball until it’s as big as a novel — well, that’s the structure you should try to work within. And if that doesn’t work for you, try another. But I would say as a general rule that what people like to read about is people, and the writers who create the most interesting and believable people are the writers who stand out, no matter what kinds of books they’re writing. All of us need to try our best to deal with the human heart, and pretty much everything else comes second.

17. Thomas Says: 
January 15th, 2009 at 9:30 am 

Stephen,

With all do respect, I am not being burdened by anything other than my interest in your work and I don’t mean to keep beating that poor dead horse. I am merely trying to understand if the need for an income in any way influences (let’s move away from “restricts” to “influences”) your creativity when you write music. What I have to take away from your comments is that you never let commercial expectations affect your work and that it has no effect on your creative process. I have a hard time understanding that though, as no matter what you do for a living, you always have to satisfy someone (and please don’t call me cynical because that would be missing the mark). You can satisfy your own dreams, ideals, convictions, and what have you, but still wait tables to generate an income. Or, you can satisfy an audience, however big or small, by staying within the confines of what someone else is interested in listening to or reading about. 

My questions do not concern people who write music or books that, quite frankly, can have no other purpose in life but to dumb us down. We can both name a few of those. I have no doubt they feel strongly about their work even if I have no interest in it. But, why is art generating money such an ugly subject? To me, it says absolutely nothing about the quality of the work or the artist’s intentions. It does tell me, however, that a “classical” composer is less likely to orchestrate his piece using electric guitars and bongos, because no matter how creative that would be, it would not fit into a common understanding of how a certain genre of music is made. 

If you get commissioned to write a piece of music, or if a movie producer asks you to write a film score, or even a TV commercial, does that not influence what the final result will sound like, as opposed to what it would sound like if you wrote only what you like, with free flowing creativity, without regard to anyone ever hearing it? The same question applies to literature, or any other art form, as well. 

Please consider the above rhetorical if you feel you have already commented on it. Just for the record though, your original posting has made me discover your music and I enjoy it very much. I even found you on Amazon. 

Thomas

18. Thomas Says: 
January 15th, 2009 at 9:31 am 

Tim,

I’ll keep this short, as people are probably getting tired of me and my ramblings. But, I have to say that I think what we’re doing here IS an analysis of the creative process, both the original posts and the follow-up questions and comments. I think we do ourselves a disservice if we miss the opportunity to discuss the finer points of how ideas are generated and turned into something we can call art. Without that, we have learned nothing. 

Am I the only one questioning if there is such a thing as factors influencing/restricting/promoting your creativity or if we all operate in a bubble of creative bliss without regard to how the final product will be received? Money and commercial expectations is just one of many factors. Basic physiological needs is another one. Critical success? Self-doubt? Talent? Health? Motivation? Specifics in a contract with a publisher or movie producer? I would argue that all these factors to a greater or lesser degree will influence, restrict, or promote your work and, by extension, your creative process. Perhaps a better question for me to ask would be: Can you as an accomplished author or composer or painter identify those factors in and around your life that impact how you do your work and, ultimately, your satisfaction with the final result.

Ok, I’m gonna be quiet now! [image: image2.png]


 

Thomas

19. Stephen Cohn Says: 
January 15th, 2009 at 6:36 pm 

Thomas,
I do understand your what you’re asking. In my first response to this question, I said this is really a different conversation. Let me explain what mean by that and perhaps this will reconsile our POVs on this subject.

Each assignment I get, whether it is one I’ve given myself or one that comes from the outside, has a different set of requirements. To do the assignment, I need to open up my inner resources and then use my critical faculties to refine and complete it. So regardless of what the assingment is, I still use my process. For example, if I’m working with a director who has some very definite ideas about music for his film, I might start my process by posing a question to myself: How can I satisfy the director’s needs for this scene and also create music that is up to my standards. Having posed the question, I will then do an uncritical outpouring and see what comes out in response. Then I give the critic a look and either develop, refine or reject the idea and/or do another outpouring. So the process is the same and one of it’s values is that when one opens up to let stuff pour out, one must let go of fear and inhibitions to make it work.

So whatever your considerations about being accepted and being succesful, you perhaps, shouldn’t be thinking about them while you’re outpouring – this could be holding you back. Whatever it is that could make you a successful writer, if it exists, is inside of you, not outside. Ultimately, it just comes down to stepping off the clif and trusting that you will fly. Remember that the critic is an important part of the process and needs to be employed with the same passion as the creator but (and this really summs up our whole conversation) not at the same time!

20. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 15th, 2009 at 8:37 pm 

Hi, Thomas –

I think I actually do understand what you’re getting at, but I don’t necessarily agree with the assumptions that underlie your basic question.

Creating something and selling something are two different things. An artist is an artist whether he/she ever sells anything. If an artist is most interested in working in a genre that happens to have some commercial potential, then the point is simply to make the best work possible, just as it would be if you were inventing your own form. All genres — whether they’re thrillers, classical music, or abstract haiku — have conventions. To a certain extent, when you decide to work in a genre, you accept the conventions.

Or do you? Classical music today is not the same as classical music two hundred, or even fifty, years ago, and the same is true of painting, writing, film, whatever. Van Gogh never sold a picture, but he changed our idea of what a painting can look like. Bernstein, Gershwin, and Copland incorporated jazz, folk, and blues elements into classical music, and Stravinsky and Schoenberg departed from accepted tonalities. Faulkner wote a novel in part from the first-person perspective of an idiot who’s in love with a cow. Joyce threw conventional narrative out the window. Dashiell Hammett looked at the polite world of 1930s mysteries and, in the words of Raymond Chandler, “Gave murder back to the kind of people who create it.”

Genres change and grow because artists challenge the conventions or extend the horizons normally associated with the forms in which they work. Some of these artists succeed commercially, and some don’t. The point I’m making is that the ultimate hope of an artist who’s working in a genre SHOULD be to push the envelope, if only because it’s more difficult and, therefore, more fun.

So when you say, “You can satisfy your own dreams, ideals, convictions, and what have you, but still wait tables to generate an income. Or, you can satisfy an audience, however big or small, by staying within the confines of what someone else is interested in listening to or reading about,” I have to disagree. In any form of expression, you can try anything you think you can get away with, although most of us would probably shy away from suicidal ideas — for example, having a thriller turn into a 90-page tea party among dogs in house frocks, or creating a symphonic work based on the sounds of a bowling alley. (Although there’s probably someone somewhere who could make both those ideas work.) I think it’s important to differentiate, though, between having a difficult, challenging, form-expanding inspiration and having a bad idea. I believe you “satisfy an audience, however big or small” mainly by doing the absolute best work you can, within and beyond the form you may have chosen.

21. usman Says: 
January 15th, 2009 at 9:55 pm 

Although I’m late to this last question, I just wanted to add that in the movie THE LAST TEMPTATION OF CHRIST…the OST was a combined effort of Peter Gabriel and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, of Pakistan. Togather, they redesigned the traditional sub-continental Qawalli format into a new genre acceptable to both East and West. Today this new form is one of the reasons why youngsters in the sub-continent have returned to qawalli that(a clasical form of music)that was dying away. I guess that is the best form of success, staying true to your genre, while rejuvenating it with new life.
I do not know what this adds, other than the fact that art and commerce can go together. But it requires some extra-ordinary effort.


Creative Living 3: Jonathan Carroll

January 17th, 2009

Jonathan Carroll possesses one of the most singular voices in contemporary fiction. If I were presented with ten white-bound, untitled novels, I could spot the Jonathan Carroll book within three pages every time.   Written in precise, fluid prose, Carroll’s novels depict a meticulously realistic world in which people live out incomplete and unsatisfying lives while, around them, dogs talk, time telescopes, and a ghost prepares an elaborate meal for the living woman with whom the ghost has fallen in love, knowing full well that the woman won’t be able to see the feast.  Carroll’s The Ghost in Love is one of my favorite books of 2008, but I also loved The Land of Laughs, Outside the Dog Museum, Sleeping in Flame, Bones of the Moon, and others.  His brilliant 2001 novel, The Wooden Sea, was named a New York Times Notable Book.  Born in New York, Carroll has lived for years in Vienna.

One of the questions people frequently ask is do I ever get writer’s block and if so, what do I do about it?  Luckily I’ve never had that gruesome beast but I do have some thoughts about it, and those thoughts run into the idea of creativity in general.

I love watching TV documentaries about nature/animal preserves in Africa.  Particularly the ones that feature the way game wardens live there.  Inevitably these hardy people have one thing in common — they adopt strays.  Sometimes it’s a baby rhino whose mother was shot by poachers, a one-legged ostrich, or the astonishing Jessica the hippo in South Africa.  Watching how these animals have become a part of the game warden’s household is a joy.  They wander in and out of the house, they’re fed (sometimes) in the kitchen, they constantly get underfoot and are treated like beloved pests rather than man-eating lions.  I also like the way they pair off in strange ways — the baby rhino is best friends with the baby ostrich, the bull terrier dogs adopting Jessica the hippo as their sister and sleeping next to her on the porch every night.  All of this is not unlike the famous Hicks painting, THE PEACEABLE KINGDOM.

But there is one thing I have noticed about all of these people.  No matter where they live and what kinds of animals live with them, they always leave the doors and windows of their house open.  It took a while to dawn on me why this was so, but when it did the realization hit like a hammer blow.  These are wild animals.  They may sleep on the couch, drink out of the toilet, or share a bowl of puppy kibble with three dogs.  But they are wild animals.  As long as the human beings leave their doors and windows open, these animals come and go as they please.  They feel free — they determine where they want to be.  But if the doors were closed I am sure sooner or later that animal would feel trapped and all hell would break lose.  They have befriended their human family but are not part of it.  They are separate and must always be treated so.  If they are at any time closed in, their true natures roar out and they show their teeth, or worse.

I like to write.  I have always considered writing my friend. We sit down together in the morning and do our job.   But (and this is a big but) if my friend Writing (notice the capital W) says not today because I’d rather go for a walk, or coffee, or nothing at all, I say fine — no work today.  If that extends to a week, then so be it.  Like the wild animals living so oddly but comfortably in the gamekeeper’s house on the Serengeti Plain, Writing stays friendly to me so long as I let him come and go as he pleases.   If he doesn’t want to stay in the house he walks out and I do something else like read a book or go to the movies.  I never, ever grab Writing by the neck and say you sit back down here and go to work.   I would never treat a friend like that, nor would I treat a tiger like that.  So why treat the thing I love as much as my creative drive like that?

I believe people get writer’s block a lot of the time because they panic when the flow stops.  Then they run around the house shutting the doors and windows, trying to keep their creativity inside and at work.  Bad idea.  I do think that if they were just to get up and walk away from their work for however long, a lot of their problems would solve themselves.  Some of you might say yeah but I’ve been blocked for six months — what about that?  I’d posit that it’s likely some of the block, maybe not all, is because you are scared and trying to close all your windows.  Which in turn has scared your Writing and made IT panicky.  You get my drift.  Of course there are exceptions but I really do believe the greatest trick to either get going in the morning or after a long dry spell or even trying to conquer the fearsome mountain of “I don’t know where to go from here” is . . . to get up and walk away.  At least until you feel comfortable or in the best-case scenario, until you are eager to get back to your desk and work again.  Because at that point your friend Writing or Creativity says okay, I’m rested.  I’m ready to go.  I’m so happy you left me alone to walk out in the world a while to recharge my batteries.
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14 Responses to “Creative Living 3: Jonathan Carroll”

1. Suzanna Says: 
January 18th, 2009 at 10:38 am 

Although I am not a writer who has to deal with writer’s block there are ways in which I do relate to the problem of feeling blocked creatively, and so I deeply appreciate the sensible, gentle approach you have toward your craft. Thinking of your creativity as something that should be treated as a good friend who should never be forced to do something it is not willing to do is something I don’t think I’ll ever forget. Thank you.

2. Lisa Kenney Says: 
January 18th, 2009 at 11:27 am 

What a beautiful analogy! I’ve been enjoying Jonathan Carroll’s thoughts on his blog for months now and I’ve just ordered THE GHOST IN LOVE. I am quite certain I will love it.

3. fairyhedgehog Says: 
January 18th, 2009 at 11:53 am 

I’ve heard a lot of “apply bum to seat” type of advice but that doesn’t seem to work for me. This seems a lot more helpful. There’s something about holding onto creativity lightly that works better for me than trying to clutch on to it. I tend to think of it as staying playful: the idea of my creativity as a wild animal is a new one and I rather like it.

4. Thomas Says: 
January 18th, 2009 at 12:34 pm 

Jonathan,

Thanks so much for your post. It brought up a few things of special interest to me. The nature of inspiration being one thing. Another thing being allowing oneself to, not turn the creative process off, but rather keep it on the backburner until the thoughts and words take the sort of shape that is ready to be put on paper. I like the concept of not forcing the process but wait it out, let creativity drive you rather than you drive it. 

A similar line of thought is the issue of what time of the day the creative process is the most potent. Some prefer to write in the morning, others at night. Personally, my very best Nobel-Pulitzer-worthy strokes of genius happen late at night when it’s quiet and dark, but unfortunately I have the bad habit of not writing them down, reasoning that if they are of any real value I will remember them in the morning anyway (which I rarely do). To me, that is another analogy to what you were describing about leaving doors and windows open. When the hustle and bustle of the day is over, the defenses tend to come down and the thoughts move more freely. 

Creativity is our friend. It damn well better be, as it is a part of ourselves, and if we are writers (at whatever level) then that is where our output comes from. I like how you name your creativity “Writing”, with a capital W. It is not unlike Tom Hanks in the movie Cast Away, naming his only friend, the volley ball, Wilson. Sometimes having invisible friends is a good sign of mental health.

This was a refreshing look at creativity from someone who obviously writes at a high level. More so than many of the assembly line writers of airport novels out there, who churn out half a dozen titles every year. Nora Roberts supposedly writes eight hours a day, seven days a week, and clearly doesn’t have the time to stop and listen to her friend “Writing”. Whether that impedes her creative flow or not is unclear to me. The jury is still out. But more importantly, it shows that there are different ways of getting the job done and that your way is acceptable as well. You obviously have the bibliography to prove it.
This has made me curious about your fiction. Off to the book store I go.

Thomas

5. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
January 18th, 2009 at 8:14 pm 

Thank you, Jonathan. Yes, Tim, this was more than worth the wait! I love your analogy of leaving the doors and windows open. Unfortunately, I lost my temper with my friend and told her to take a hike, THEN I shut and locked the door and boarded over the windows. Then I spent several months wondering why she doesn’t call or write to me. I think the first step to find my way back is to open up the house, let her back in and say “Sorry I’ve been so ridiculous! Please come back in, sit down and have some tea with me!

6. Larissa Says: 
January 18th, 2009 at 10:13 pm 

Before I start: Thomas: I really enjoy reading your comments and questions and ideas. Keep up the great discussion starters!

And now to the post: 

This strikes me in two very different ways-only one of which I’m really going to expand on for right now. 

I appreciate that there is someone on the playing field that supports sitting with the work and letting the space between creating periods be a guide. I know from experience that forcing anything tends to only cause panic and stress. That’s where dumb luck can get some people through. But overall, I think it’s about not just the analogy Johnathan made but also the meditative state that Stephen mentioned. The catch is that it’s really easy to go from listening and waiting to ignoring and procrastinating.

I know that I’m learning the art of keeping the doors and windows open and keeping a positive energy without the taint of fear of failure or pressure or criticism of how long it’s taking me or whatever. 

It’s a good struggle-and only as hard as I make it-but still a struggle.

7. usman Says: 
January 19th, 2009 at 3:38 am 

Thanks Jonathon — for saying that creativity might be work, but not forced labor. What a relief.

But, tell me, how much of our writing decisions should be dictated, or at least directed by the market. For example, there is a view that omniscient POV is a relic of the 19th century OR the first person POV is not popular nowadays — that the readers want an intimate 3rd person. This is one example, there are many others doing the rounds. (Personally I like to read all POV’s.)

My second question is: When selecting a POV for our novel, what elements dictate this choice? Whether to write in 3rd or 1st, should be more than an instinctive decision. Right? If so what pointers are there, if at all. I have recently started my new WIP, and am uncertain what POV suits it. 

Thanks.

8. Dana King Says: 
January 19th, 2009 at 7:17 am 

I love this post, in no small part because it dovetails with something I have believed for some time. 

A writer (I forget who; could have been Stephen King) once said writer’s block is what happens when you try to be a better writer than you are. I think that’s pretty close. Your example is similar, but more eloquent, if interpreted as “writer’s block is what happens when you make unreasonable demands on your Creativity.”

I hope I haven’t extrapolated too much, but, to me, that is what happens when someone tries to lock their Creativity in the house with them. It must come and go as it pleases.

Thank you.

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 20th, 2009 at 12:34 pm 

Hi, everyone — Glad you liked this post so much. I thought you would.

I’ve e-mailed Jonathan Carroll to see whether he wants to respond to any of these comments but haven’t heard back yet. I’m just happy he wrote the original post, although of course it would be great to have him drop back in and share his reaction to your comments.

Time will tell.

10. Thomas Says: 
January 21st, 2009 at 9:33 am 

While we wait to hear back from Jonathan, which I know we all would love to do, let me share a few thoughts that I wish I could take credit for but am not bold enough to even try. Perhaps it can help to keep that proverbial and creative ball rolling.

Hemingway comes to my mind when discussing the nature of inspiration and work schedules (however mundane it may sound, discipline is at the heart of the matter). Old Ernest, however complicated as a person, had a pretty basic outlook on the craft of writing. As we all know, the Hemingway style of writing is treacherous indeed, as it makes us think writing is easy as long as you use short sentences and few syllables. Many writers have tried to copy his style and failed miserably (myself included). Much can be said about his way of writing but for these purposes, a few of Hemingway’s writing rules come to mind. I thought they were all related to what we’re discussing so please bear with me.

Hemingway believed, among other things, that a good writer should:

* Write slowly (my comment: As in his style, every word has meaning and superfluous words get deleted. Creativity doesn’t mean poetry, but rather ways to express much with less.)

* Work in isolation, preferably in the morning (my comment: Tim writes in public areas and appears to be going around the clock; I am an evening person and, well, let’s just leave it at that. What is clear is that our personal differences have a direct impact on what we produce.)

* Master your subject (my comment: Who runs out of material if you have already mastered what you write about? Obviously, writers of SF and Harry Potter face different challenges.)

* When you’re done for the day, leave all writing alone and let your subconscious work on it until the next day (my comment: As an analogy to Jonathan’s doors and windows – Hemingway would say that they never really close; we just don’t consciously think about them all the time.)

* Stop writing when you’re at full speed, in the middle of a scene or even in the middle of a sentence, so that you can easily pick it up again the next day without staring at a blank sheet of paper wondering where to go next (my comment: To me, this is the best rule of all but also the hardest one to enforce. It’s not always easy to stop when you get into “flow mode” and your precious muse is at her most lovely.)

Please forgive me if I give the impression of someone who tries to lecture people far more accomplished than his humble self, but these are all great ideas and principles of writing that I think, however familiar they may be, deserve to be brought up again and again as examples of mastery of craft, inspiration, and creativity. Hemingway, himself, promoted learning from the best writers out there and that is what we try to do.

On a more Hallmark-like note, let me just say that finding Tim’s website and learning from all the information it already contains, and that which keeps being added, is on my personal list of 2008 blessings. Another general blessing: Yes, we can!

Thomas

Ps. Larissa, you are much too kind and I appreciate the comment. There is a fine line between inquisitive and obnoxious. Nuff said. [image: image4.png]


 

11. Larissa Says: 
January 21st, 2009 at 4:36 pm 

Thomas: Whatever. [image: image5.png]


 

I think that those are all really cool ideas and thoughts-I actually tried the leave it in the middle of a sentence bit though and I find that it drives me crazy. With a capital K. I either end up coming back five minutes later or, worse, I walk away and then come back and can’t get back into the groove. I’m much more of a thought completion oriented person. I do it with my paintings too. 

There’s something interesting about that actually-the mood I’m in dictates the type of work I do. Sounds really basic. And it is, except that for example, when I work on a painting I have to complete one train of thought or one idea first, because if I come back to it in the middle, my mood and tone will have changed and therefore the painting will change. 

Which isn’t always bad but I find that if things are in a realized state when I walk away, it makes returning not only more pleasant but it also gives me more to work with because I see where I’m at and can make bigger creative decisions.

I’m also an evening person. (c:

As far as mastering the subject-I think that when Hemingway was writing that whole idea had a much different meaning. Things and topics have become much more organic now-the glass ceilings are being scooted higher and higher with every development so I think that we need to focus on mastering ourselves instead-the subject matter will fall into place. It’s a loaded thing to propose-”mastering ourselves” but the theory is right even if the execution does get a little lost in the warp speed execution of everything today and the general eye-brow arching that happens when people start talking about abstract ideas like that. 

I have to go master my kitchen now…I sort of just made a huge mess…(c:

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 21st, 2009 at 9:29 pm 

Well, I’m just going to sneak in here to echo Larissa’s thanks to Thomas and extend them to all of you.

I think Larissa makes a good point about the fine line between listening/waiting and procrastinating. I personally work daily because it’s my choice: I’d rather write a bunch of bad words than no words at all. But that’s just me. (Also, writing is rarely really a chore for me — I love the act of doing it.

For Usman, since I don’t know whether Jonathan will stop by again, the six books of his I have on my shelves are pretty evenly divided between first person and more-or-less omniscient third person. 

I also think the Hemingway idea about stopping at a point where you know where you’re going next (if not necessarily in mid-sentence) is a good one. Once the words start to flow onto the page, the tension that can precede day’s session usually subsides, and that hint is a good way to get those first words down painlessly.

Like Dana, I love the image of the open doors and windows and treating your creativity with both affection and respect.

And Thomas, thanks for the very kind words about the site. Your participation is highly valued.

13. usman Says: 
January 22nd, 2009 at 4:39 am 

Thomas, Your last post was helpful, especially your own interpretation of Hemingways Rules, in light of your experiences. Thanks.

14. Sylvia Says: 
January 22nd, 2009 at 11:15 am 

I recently wrote a bit of flash fiction about beating up my Muse, now I feel really guilty.

I’m a procrastinator and I know it. So yes, I do have to make myself sit down and get to work.

However, that doesn’t mean that I have to write brilliant prose on demand and that’s what I take away from Jonathan Carroll’s vibrant description of treating Writing as a guest. 

To insist that the words flow every time I sit down would cause me to clam up very rapidly. I do insist that I write down SOME (not-so-brilliant) words (to be worked with or rewritten later) or outline what I think needs to happen next or at the very least find an issue where research would help and read up. Some progress is made.

If I didn’t do this, I would spend my life on the sofa, reading books, waiting for Writing to get so sick and tired of waiting for me that she would resort to hitting me over the head with the dictionary saying, are you going to pay me some attention or WHAT?

I’m realising quietly that my social skills are maybe somewhat lacking.

Sometimes I sit down to write one thing and I keep writing this OTHER thing which isn’t the thing that I want to be writing and I try to put it to the side and it just keeps niggling at me. And really, if I think of Writing as a guest, I am being rather unbearably rude aren’t I? An insufferable conversationalist: “Yeah, yeah, Martians, right, whatever, but what I was SAYING, before you changed the subject, was…”


Murderati and Me

January 23rd, 2009

The people at Murderati,com (who include, by the way, JT Ellison, whose creative living piece will appear here on Sunday) were kind enough to ask me for a guest blog, so I wrote one about getting into trouble, a topic that’s never far from my mind.  In this case, I talk about a specific kind of getting into trouble — when the exterior landscape of the book ceases to have its roots in the characters’ interior landscape.

It’s here:  http://www.murderati.typepad.com/

Hope you like it.
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4 Responses to “Murderati and Me”

1. Thomas Says: 
January 23rd, 2009 at 11:27 am 

Tim,

I liked your guest blog very much. What I think you’re hinting at (perhaps more than a subtle hint) is that there is such a thing as running out of ideas. Or, at least, good ideas. It brought up a few issues that I wanted to comment on.

The first is what writers at all levels discuss all the time. Outline or not outline? Me and my unpublished self always has to outline in some sort of way. Outlining to me does not necessarily mean writing a long list of scene details on a piece of paper. To me, it’s more of a mental process, a matter of mulling things over before I even type a single word. I cannot make things up as I go (unless it’s a non-fiction piece like the one you’re reading now) and feel content about it afterwards. When I try, it always comes across as a whole lot of unconnected “flub”. I compare it to a band going into the studio to record an album. Ideally, they will have written their songs and rehearsed them ad nauseum before going into the studio. At the very least, there better be a collection of riffs and lyrics beforehand. To go into a studio blind and expect to come up with great songs right before recording is something that doesn’t work for me. To bring the analogy back to writing again – many writers would argue that to not outline is the only way to write that works for them. Many do it with great success. I think we can only find out through doing which group we belong to. Do we always know what to write when we turn our laptop on or does it come to us right there, right then? 

Second, what really hit a nerve with me is what you list as your third thing not to do. Take a break. Come up with a new idea. A NEW idea!! At first, what a joy! But then it turns into a curse, as it absolutely kills the original idea and story. Perhaps this a common rookie mistake – I don’t know – but I suffer from this illness. I don’t know how many pages I have thrown out because my latest idea is better than my last one. Perhaps it’s a bad habit, perhaps it’s a personality disorder? I don’t know. But, sometimes it just takes a minor tweak of an already good idea to get off track. When it happens, I trash the majority of my text but save my darlings. After all, how could I kill them?

Thomas

2. Larissa Says: 
January 23rd, 2009 at 5:22 pm 

Not to be devil’s advocate here, but didn’t you actually stop and take a brief break right before hitting hard and finishing the end of your last book? I know that stopping can be suicide-I’m kinda there right now. I am resisting the urge to play into my desire to write the next idea I have in relation to this story because I think it would overload the plot (what there is of one) and it probably wouldn’t enhance a whole lot. 

But. The dreaded word. But, I need something….being a better story teller would probably help…I need a connection. I need to know what that connection is before I can figure out how to write this story. I don’t know the why. And the more I think about it the more it sticks it’s tongue out at me and runs away. 

I don’t know. This all has very little to do with your guest blog post. It’s been a day.

Overall, I enjoyed reading your view points on Murderati. You’re one of the few people I know who can seem to, the majority of the time, follow your own advice. 

Well done and I am looking forward to Sunday.

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 23rd, 2009 at 11:06 pm 

Hi, Larissa –

It wasn’t so much a break as a breakdown. Actually, everything in that Murderati post came from my experience in losing the way on that book. I was fortunate that two specific things became clear to me about the relationship between the book’s inner and outer landscapes, because that’s what actually enabled me to finish. I had to stop thinking about plot completely and think only about character.

If you have an idea for a new story line for the book you’re writing, I’d suggest giving it a few days to see how it relates to the main line, what it tells us about the characters, how it deepens our understanding of the world of the book, and whether, after you think about it for a little while, it seems sort of inevitable. Sometimes a new story line is our characters’ way of telling us they’ve got more reactions than we’re noting to whatever is going on.

Thomas — I literally can’t outline. I couldn’t write an outline if my career depended upon it. This causes me a lot of trouble because I have to give my publishers some sense of what the story will be in order to get the official go-ahead to write the book, and those few pages are as hard for me as the whole book. The book never bears any resemblance to the proposed “story outline.” 

The alluring thing about a new story line is that you haven’t made any mistakes on it yet, so it brings all this new enthusiasm with it. That lasts until you’ve had to wrestle to bring it into the light of day for a few weeks, and then something else starts to look all shiny and full of promise. Sooner or later, the original idea gets lost. 

I think the criterion (as I say, not very well, above) is that the new story line should somehow seem inevitable, which is to say that it should arise completely naturally, even inescapably, from a character’s needs or fears.

Or something.

4. Sylvia Says: 
January 28th, 2009 at 3:12 am 

I enjoyed the article and your comments here.

That lasts until you’ve had to wrestle to bring it into the light of day for a few weeks, and then something else starts to look all shiny and full of promise.

I suffer from this in general. I have a tendency to pick up new projects full of excitement just to dump them again after a month. In terms of writing, I’m struggling to complete my first novel (having written lots of articles and stories) and I’m sure it’s the overwhelming length of it that is making it so difficult.


Creative Living 4: JT Ellison

January 23rd, 2009

JT Ellison has scared the pants off me. In print, I mean; in person, she’s delightful. Ellison is the bestselling author of the critically acclaimed Taylor Jackson series, including All The Pretty Girls, 14, Judas Kiss and Edge Of Black. She was recently named “
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Best Mystery/Thriller Writer of 2008″ by the Nashville Scene. A short story, “Prodigal Me” was featured in the anthology Killer Year: Stories to Die For
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, edited by Lee Child. A graduate of Randolph-Macon Woman’s College, JT received her master’s degree from George Washington University. She was a presidential appointee and worked in The White House and the Department of Commerce before moving into the private sector. As a financial analyst and marketing director, she worked for several defense and aerospace contractors. After moving to Nashville, Ellison began research on a passion: forensics and crime. She has worked with the Metro Nashville Police Department, the FBI, and various other law enforcement organizations to research her books. In addition to writing full-time, she is the Friday columnist at the Anthony Award nominated blog Murderati and is a founding member of Killer Year, an organization dedicated to raising awareness for the debut novelists of 2007. JT Ellison lives in Nashville and can be found at http://www.jtellison.com/
Transcendence, or What is Creativity?

When Tim asked me to participate in this fascinating series, I must admit I was a bit terrorized. Creativity to me is akin to the government’s views on obscenity – it’s something you recognize when you see it, but no one knows exactly the moment art crosses the line into obscenity. So I went back to basics, and looked at what the word creativity means to the official folks who write the dictionary. They’re smart, they’ll have a good sense of it, right?

I loved the definition I found: Creativity is “the ability to transcend traditional ideas, rules, patterns, relationships, or the like, and to create meaningful new ideas, forms, methods, interpretations, etc.; originality, progressiveness, or imagination.” Transcendence. Now we’re talking.

But it’s still not perfect.

There is a difference, I think, between creativity and the creation of art. Creativity is simply a new way of doing things, a solution addressing a need. Creativity is problem solving. Anyone, given the right tools and motivation, can be creative. Art, on the other hand, is problem solving in its most esoteric form. Art gives solutions to problems that no one knew existed. Art creates problems to solve.

Look at it this way. You’re lost in a strange city. You approach a friendly looking fellow and ask, “How do I get from point A to point B?”

A normal person will tell you.

A creative person will give you a few routes and look at you quizzically, as if to say, “why couldn’t you think of that yourself?” 

An artist, though, will argue about why you have to go from point A to point B. What about trying Point A to C instead, or, better yet, how about forgoing the path altogether and seeking a route to X?

When faced with a problem, a creative person will find a new, different way to solve it. An artist will find multiple solutions, different paths that are laden with color, sound, scent, characters and plot, try them all, figure out which ones work, then discard all of the solutions in favor of the most treacherous, difficult path, the one where no one has traveled before.

Ah, the road less traveled. That’s what separates the creative among us from the artists.

But you can’t get to the point of being an artist without being creative. So we’re back to the same old conundrum: What is creativity?

Creativity, obviously, is creation. It’s as simple, and as complex, as that.

Art is something creative that transcends conventional ideology to develop something new and original that speaks to the audience. It is a contract between your mind and the rest of the world. Stephen King calls it a psychic connection between the writer and reader; the same could be said of a painter, or a musician, or an architect. Where there once was nothing, now there is something, and the audience sees that. They experience your thoughts through your medium. It’s overwhelming, if you think about it. All of this psychic communication, there for the taking.

That said, you don’t need to have any kind of approval, or recognition, to be creative. But it is the simple act of creating something new, something no one else has before, that makes you an artist – be it a novel, a poem, a screenplay, a painting, a ballet, a composition, a guitar lick, a new angle on an architectural drawing – anything that is creative in its nature can be art. 

I realized that I was tightrope-walking the thin line between creativity and art early on, but had that budding insouciance nipped by a decidedly non-creative teacher who told me I’d never be published. There is nothing, nothing worse than fettering an artist. Some rise above the criticism, become because of it. I, unfortunately, did not. I walked away and spent fifteen soulless years looking for something. I knew what I was doing wasn’t right, I knew I wasn’t happy, I knew I was being stifled, but it never occurred to me to sit down and create my way through it. 

I found that voice again through reading. I was down, recovering from a surgery, with oodles of time on my hands, and I lost myself in books. I read a lot during that year, everything I could get my hands on – historical, mysteries, thrillers, literary fiction. The words on the page were my lifeline back to a creative life.

It’s funny how the mind works. I wish I could say that I planned to become a novelist, that I wanted to play with the form, to create a literary thriller series that showcased my characters, my setting and my words. But I wasn’t that prescient. I had an idea, a spark. A creative moment, if you will, and my main character leapt into my head fully formed. She was tall, like me, blond haired, gray eyed, spoke with a slow, smoky southern accent. She was righteous, and good, and would be the protector of Nashville. Her name, of course, was Taylor Jackson. My very own Athena.

And with the name came a storyline from a dream – twin girls leading separate lives, one who would do anything to further her career, one who was dissatisfied with the life she’d been striving to build. And suddenly there was an antagonist, a man who was killing young girls. A backstory.

Before I knew it, I’d written an opening paragraph. In a move so utterly subconscious that I can only look back on it and laugh, I wrote about a murder on the steps of the Parthenon. The skies were sapphire blue, and a squirrel toyed with an acorn. 

I actually was moved to tears by that paragraph, not because it was any good – it wasn’t – but because it was the first creative thing I’d written in so very long. Suddenly, I had a story to tell, and I buckled down to tell it. While I did, a strange thing happened. I began to feel lighter, and freer. I became so incredibly happy. I didn’t really think about being published, that came later. Instead, I reveled in the moment, the realization that I needed to do research to make the story come alive, that I was building, slowly, a rather large file of pages that moved me.

It was then that I started to wonder. If this story moved me, might it move someone else?

And there it was. My moment of transcendent creativity. It was a simple thought that broke me free, that allowed me to make the leap from just being creative to becoming an artist. That moment, about halfway through the manuscript, when I realized I wasn’t writing just for me. 

I was writing for you.

Writing Tips: 

-Writer’s block is your story’s way of telling you you’re going in the wrong direction. Listen to your story.
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12 Responses to “Creative Living 4: JT Ellison”

1. Jen Forbus Says: 
January 24th, 2009 at 7:07 am 

Tim, thanks for releasing this one early! 

J.T., this is fantastic! Thanks for sharing. I think you definitely have that psychic connection going on. I could feel your excitement just reading this.

2. Thomas Says: 
January 24th, 2009 at 12:10 pm 

JT,

Thank you for a great post. What I found especially appealing was how you rediscovered that the act of being creative – of creating something from scratch – can in itself be the reward. Not seeing the book in print or signing autographs, but actually creating it. It reminded me of an old poem that says something to the effect that it is not the destination that makes the journey worthwhile, it’s the journey that makes it worthwhile. I think this is especially valuable for us rookies out there, who don’t write for a living but for the sheer pleasure of it. I can imagine that the worst thing that can happen to a professional writer is that the joy of it disappears, that the creative process itself loses its value. Just look at a small child building a sandcastle. She doesn’t worry about the finished product. It’s the building that brings joy. That feeling of being in control of the sand, to discover and imagine as she goes along. How many of us have built a sandcastle lately, just for the joy of it?

My firm belief is that if a writer is moved by his work, chances are good someone else will be too. 

Thomas

3. L.J. Sellers Says: 
January 24th, 2009 at 12:58 pm 

I knew early on that I wanted to be a writer, and I have made a living (mostly) as a journalist/editor. It was only when I tried to give up writing novels (aka, storytelling) that I realized that was the only kind of writing I couldn’t live without.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 24th, 2009 at 1:37 pm 

I also love what JT has to say, especially the act of overcoming a creative block by actually doing something creative. This is just about the only method that works for me.

And how much harm has been done by suppressive, negative teachers. I had the great privilege of being friends with Chuck Jones, the creator of the Roadrunner and the Coyote, and the co-creator of Bugs Bunny, who was one of the three best and most complete people I’ve ever known. When Chuck was in third grade, he was told by his teacher that he couldn’t draw. So he didn’t, even though drawing was the thing he loved best in the world. Not until he got to college did he have the courage to take a drawing course. I personally know two other very good writers who were mute for years, even decades, because some classroom dragon told them they lacked talent.

Like it’s not hard enough already, without that.

5. Suzanna Says: 
January 24th, 2009 at 2:12 pm 

Thanks JT for sharing your own pathway to a fruitful creative life. Very inspirational.

And Tim this series is just a knockout. Thank you!

6. JT Ellison Says: 
January 24th, 2009 at 3:31 pm 

Sorry I’m late – I’ve been at a library all afternoon talking about – yes, you guessed it – psychic connections.

Jen, thanks so much. I’m an enthusiastic creature at heart, glass always half full, mostly because when I finally landed back in writing, I knew, just knew, that I’d found my place at last. We spend so much time in our lives searching, and to find my path early definitely made me happy.

Thomas, you’re absolutely right. Creation for creation’s sake is bliss. Established authors always tell newbies enjoy your debut year, because it all changes. It does change, no doubt about it, but I liken a writing career to a good marriage – it’s always exciting, but mellows, deepens and settles with time. Your writing needs to be your best friend on the planet, simply because you spend the bulk of your mind energy in an alternate world. And like a best friend, sometimes you fight, but you always end up back together.

LJ, Murderati was my first foray into non-fiction. I get tired of blogging sometimes, but when I skip a few weeks, I miss it. It’s helped me understand my process, and it’s been fun to watch how much I’ve changed as a writer over the past three years.

Tim, what an incredible story. I have to say, my professor ultimately did me a favor, because my writing is so much stronger now that I have some “experience” behind it. I wonder if Chuck Jones ever felt that way?

Thanks so much for having me!

7. Larissa Says: 
January 25th, 2009 at 11:47 am 

Couple of things. First off, negative teachers astound me. It seems so counter intuitive to take a job that is supposed to be about the enrichment of others and turn it into a inflation and protection of your own ego because you can’t handle being around other talented, smart individuals. 

Random anecdote: I had that guy my Freshman year of college. He used to ask me how much extra my parents had to pay the school to let me in because I was the farthest thing from talented he’d ever seen. A few years later I entered a juried art contest in New Mexico-guess who the juror was…yep. Same dude. I got in the show (my first juried show ever) and got an honorable mention prize or something. I just had to laugh because it seemed so full circle appropriate.

Secondly-creativity and art as transcendence makes very real sense to me. I know that when I’m at the end of my patience with real life I usually turn to my artwork processes to get out of the muck. Which, I think brings me to an interesting throwback to a previous writing in this series. Perhaps the silver lining to the point Tim made to me about being afraid of success. I agree that I have a lock and chain that I need to confront at some point in my life to be truly successful-however-the other side of that is that I am a process oriented person. In every sense. Very rarely does it matter what I do so long as I enjoy the process of doing it. I’m sure this has a lot to do with why I’m always bouncing from thing to thing to thing. It’s not the thing in the end that matters, it’s the processes involved in that thing. For example: I love research. I don’t care if I’m looking up recipes, or ancient history or data for a technical manual-I like to dig through research and figure stuff out.

I love to do. Almost anything. 

Would I feel a bit more grounded if I had that one thing that really spoke to me and said this is where you belong? Of course. But at the same time I enjoy having options.

So, Tim-this is truly a great series and I look forward to coming here every week to see what’s new. JT-Thank you so much for such a fresh voice on the art of creating and the beauty of the process. Sometimes it really is enough all by itself.

And Thomas-I totally built a sandcastle like six months ago and it was awesome! (c:

8. JT Ellison Says: 
January 26th, 2009 at 11:34 am 

Larissa, thank you! I hope that you find the way off the cliff – sometimes jumping without planning is the key to breaking through. I’ve tried it once or twice myself, and now I’m hooked.

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 28th, 2009 at 12:00 pm 

This has been a fascinating discussion, and thanks to JT for kicking it off and guiding it here and there with her responses.

Lsrissa, I agree that creativity is its own transcendence. I’m never as happy as I am when I’m writing and the world is emerging persuasively. (And I’m never as miserable as I am when it looks like a budget Nativity scene with unpersuasive animals.) The only reason I ever raised the fear of success issue is that I thought you were expressing a kind of regret and placing a premium on completion. Creativity is process that need never to result in product — not for me, but for several people I know. Or perhaps the product is expressed differently, in the way these people deal with their own lives. I know that writing has transformed the way I react to things — with more perspective and, I think, greater faith that most situations are more pliable than they might at first seem to be. One thing that writing has taught me is that there are rarely situations in which the only possible responses are yes and no. There’s usually a spectrum of possible reactions.

10. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
January 29th, 2009 at 1:29 pm 

I loved this discussion! I have been expending so much energy not writing and feeling miserably lost (but enjoying my sparkling pristine oven, steam-cleaned grout and organized button box. 

My focus has been on what my story might be, should be, almost is and what is so hopelessly isn’t that it’s easier to wallow than to pick it up and write again. 

I don’t know why I am able to allow myself to enjoy making a cake from scratch…selecting and measuring ingredients, mixing 350 strokes by hand, pouring the batter into a prepared pan, popping it into the oven and waiting for it to cook without yelling at it, poking it, and resenting it for not being a cake yet. I don’t hate the batter for what it hasn’t yet become. I don’t feel like a failure while it’s baking. I have perfect trust that the sludgy mess will become a cake.

I think I need to go back to my desk and open a new document and just let go of the mess I’ve made of the current chapter. I need to write all around it and see where it takes me. I need to trust that this mess will become a story.

11. Larissa Says: 
January 29th, 2009 at 4:39 pm 

Tim-I think I waffle back and forth on any given day between saying creativity is it’s own being and that just doing it is enough and doing exactly as you say, placing regret and focus on completion. I need to be reminded every once in a while that it’s ok just to transcend out of the real world for a while-even if that’s only as far as you get.

I think, too, that I tend to place more weight on finishing when it has to do with my writing attempts than with my visual artwork. I’ve made my peace with not always having the “right” answer to finish a painting or a silk piece but I’m not there yet with writing. 

I know one thing, right now I could use my universe to expand and for things to be more pliable than they seem.

I’m looking forward to Sunday!

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 31st, 2009 at 10:59 pm 

These last two comments, from Cynthia and Larissa are both really illuminating to me. I love the cake metaphor, not hating the batter for not yet being what it will eventually become, and I think that Larissa is absolutely right in saying that it’s okay to experience transcendence through being creative, even if we never finish the project, or at least never finish it to our satisfaction.

I think that one thing we need to remember is that the act of creating something can be a great joy, something that brings out the best in us, something that can linger enough to give resonance to the so-called non-creative aspects of our lives. As difficult as writing is for me at times, I can’t imagine my life without it.

Years ago there was a cartoon in the New Yorker, a bare little planet with a black sky, a broken park bench, and a bunch of empty tin cans on the ground. The caption was, “Life without Mozart.” That’s not a bad image of what my life would feel like if I couldn’t lose myself regularly in herding these daydreams into whatever they turn in to. Creative activity can be its own reward.


Creative Living 5: Robb Royer

January 31st, 2009

Robb Royer won an Academy Award for writing “For All We Know,” the theme from the film Lovers and Other Strangers, and has also written a number of Top Ten rock and country hits, including Billboard Magazine’s “Radio Song of the Year” (“Sold”). Royer was a founding member of the multi-platinum rock group Bread. As a screenwriter, he has had scripts purchased and/or optioned by Orion Pictures, Interscope, American-International, and Universal. His songs have been recorded by The Band, Mary Chapin Carpenter, Randy Travis, John Michael Montgomery, and many others. He is currently a principal in the production company Nashfilms, in Nashville, TN.

Royer estimates that he writes, in one form or another, pretty much daily.  I personally find the metaphor at the end of this piece to be tremendously liberating.

Given the number of failed attempts to write even this simple document, I am probably the last person who should be giving advice on creativity. And since, here in the computer age, we are even denied the melodramatic and purgative pleasure of shouting ‘no, no it’s all wrong’, wadding the paper and heaving it inaccurately at the waste basket, all that remains is to hit delete and stare once again at a blank screen and a throbbing prompt.

But alas this rant will only serve to bolster Tim’s image of me as a Luddite, so here we go… creativity, take four.

I know! I’ll start by taking the safe route of quoting people we know are creative. People who inspired me by indicating that the wandering-in-the-wilderness feeling I get when trying to write is at least, shared by those greater than I. Did I say quote? Let’s say paraphrase loosely.

1. Tom Stoppard said… I begin by writing a finger, then I write my way past the wrist, up the arm and off into the body…

2. Aaron Copland… I just play around on the piano until I come upon something that makes me say…I can DO something with that…

3. John Irving…. If anyone ever knew the simplicity of the ideas that got me started on my novels, I’d be embarrassed…

All three gentlemen seem to be saying that an inspiration is not a detailed vision of the Emerald City but a road sign indicating (usually quite inaccurately) how far.

I really think that the gift of the Artist is simply the ability to recognize an idea fragment as a piece of something larger, something real, pre-existing even. One thought (that was actually mine) that helped me, was to imagine myself as an archaeologist rather than a builder. As a builder I was responsible for the application of every stick of the structure. The archaeologist doesn’t hold himself responsible for what he has unearthed. His job is just to brush away the dust and reveal what is already there. How freeing that mindset can be!

In the movie Day for Night, the Diva tells a story about a ham actor who was being booed for his drunken performance of Hamlet’s soliloquy. Finally when he can stand it no more he turns to the audience and slurs “I DIDN’T WRITE THIS SHIT!”

If we can all just convince ourselves of that, we’re free to create.
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11 Responses to “Creative Living 5: Robb Royer”

1. Ken H. Says: 
February 1st, 2009 at 11:03 am 

Rob,
The idea of the fragment as a piece to something larger is liberating indeed. I like the archaeologist concept, though I might not have believed in it personally until just recently. I always assumed that the entire idea needed to have a clear road map and then the details where sort of filled in (that sounds dumb even as I see it leave my fingers). I guess the other seemed a little too scary or an inconcievable way in which to approach a book. In fact,I have found it harder to write exactly what I think I need to get my scene from here to there than to just start writing with a hint of direction and roll into new ideas as they present themselves. I always get a surprise that seems was there all along but I didn’t see coming. 

Do you find that you start with a fragment and end up someplace very different than you would have imagined, or does it all seem like it was there waiting to be discovered?

Thanks Rob and Tim!

2. fairyhedgehog Says: 
February 1st, 2009 at 1:07 pm 

I love the idea that “the gift of the Artist is simply the ability to recognize an idea fragment as a piece of something larger”. This is a real help.

3. Larissa Says: 
February 1st, 2009 at 9:31 pm 

I have to admit my personal favorite is the idea of drunkenly slurring “I didn’t write this shit” because, sometimes, that’s exactly how I feel. And it’s not a bad thing. It’s very freeing in a sense because it helps me translate the idea that you presented regarding being responsible for every stick and foundation block as opposed to finding something that was already there. 

If creatively we take a step back and re-evaluate our work not as the biggest amount of hooey ever to seep out of our brains but instead as a still dusty, caked with mud archeological find that will eventually lead us somewhere it can really rekindle the fires to just. keep. going. 

Not that our work isn’t our responsibility but it takes it from being a negative statement about our talent or lack thereof and turns it into something that hasn’t lost all of its potential energy in one kinetic tantrum. 

Funny how certain messages show up when one needs to hear them most.

4. Thomas Says: 
February 2nd, 2009 at 10:15 am 

Robb,

Thanks for continuing a great series with yet another thoughtful post. Let me start by objecting to one thing you say early on. You say, “I am probably the last person who should be giving advice on creativity.” Baloney, my good Sir! I would argue that anyone who has successfully navigated the murky waters of music, film, and words for 40 or so years has demonstrated ample amounts of creativity. Please allow me to use you as an example of the point you already made yourself but I would like to emphasize.

I am a firm believer in creativity being a never-ending well. Artists of all kinds sometimes run into writer’s block, which is really a manifestation of things such as boredom, issues with self-esteem, lack of focus, poor work-habits, or a combination of all. Just like we don’t run out of memeories or things to say to other people, I don’t think we run out of creativity. Creativity keeps on flowing. However, what I think some people are better at than others (either through innate talent or practice) is to recognize the little golden nuggets that occasionally pop up among the gallons of sludge we produce. 

Benny Andersson, the guy who wrote all of ABBA’s music, once said that he doesn’t even know how to read music. When he composes, he just plays, improvises, for hours on end, until something catches his attention. A combination of notes that just work. He puts those aside and keeps on playing until something else, another golden nugget, pops up. And so it goes on until there are enough golden nuggets to make a necklace, a hit song, something they still play on the radio.

Hemingway’s secret to great writing was to have a built-in, shockproof, shit detector. Without it, any product would be more sludge than gold. May I dare to suggest, Mr. Royer, that you, along with Benny Andersson, Aaron Copland, and everyone else who has been able to make a living out of being creative, has a pretty decent shit detector? 

Where does that leave the rest of us? Well, I for one, keep trucking along, forming sentences, thinking that my golden nuggets are in there. I just need better glasses and more practice finding them. The best part of your post is the emphasis on the artist’s ability to recognize when something is good and worth keeping. It’s a fundamentally positive message because it doesn’t close the door for any person or any art form, saying only a select few can do it. 

I have enjoyed all previous posts and learned from them but, for me, this was the best one yet. And I’m not even kissing up. 

Thomas

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 2nd, 2009 at 9:06 pm 

I agree with everyone who likes the archaeology metaphor, mostly because that’s what writing seems like to me, too, although I’ve never put it that eloquently.

And I also agree with all who like the idea that an artist is someone who can recognize a fragment as part of something larger and then painstakingly uncover (or create, if that’s your perspective) the whole thing.

Flaubert, who knew something about it, said, “Talent is a long patience.” That’s true for everyone, whether you’re talking about the patience necessary to complete a long-form work, or whether you mean the patience necessary to get better, week after week, year after year. 

I love Robb’s post. We’ve known each other since Herbert Hoover was president, and I never knew we thought so much alike, even if he’s better at putting it into words than I am.

6. usman Says: 
February 2nd, 2009 at 9:57 pm 

The finger, the arm, and the body; followed by John Irving’s qoute; and then Robb’s own Emerald City.
There is hope for us pansters yet. I have been struggling with this all along: how to reconcile my own need to just write a story, rather than the synopsis, outlines, and the like.

Thomas, as always, you make excellent points. I must thank you also.

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 10:36 am 

Ken –

Robb hasn’t logged in to reply yet, but in answer to your question about whether the idea leads you in unanticipated directions or whether it’s all there waiting to be discovered, I think he would say that when you come on the fragment you don’t know what it is, and you learn what it is by clearing away the debris. Could be an ancient outhouse, could be the city of Thebes.

Or something.

8. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 11:37 am 

Hi, Usman, sorry not to have responded earlier. It may (or may not) be helpful for you to know that, for me, the writing process is primarily one of getting myself into trouble with my story and then out again. I am constantly chasing some new strand with no idea where it will lead me. Occasionally, it leads me nowhere, but that’s what the DELETE key is for. (Or I can save it for a different book.) Once in a while, it all knits together into an actual story. Then all I have to do is back up, start at page one, and do the revisions that (a) make it all make sense, and (b) make it look like I knew where I was going in the first place.

9. Robb Royer Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 12:08 pm 

Ken,

I don’t see the conflict in your either/or. Something can surprise me that still seems inevitable when it’s done.

Hope this answers. Sorry for the delay. As Tim can tell you, I’m not much of a ‘net guy.

Robb

10. Stephen Cohn Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 3:31 pm 

Robb,
I like the archeologist metaphor a great deal – it is a freeing concept. Also the idea that the artist is one who can recognize the potential in a fragment is a valuable insight. However, I’m curious about what comes next. Surely, there must another important step in this process because ultimately, having freed ourselves to dig and recognize, we do have to take responsibility for what we put our names on and release to be consumed by our audience.

11. Robb Royer Says: 
February 4th, 2009 at 3:23 pm 

To Stephen,

True. Admittedly it’s just a cheap way of deceiving ourselves into having no fear.


Je Suis un Idiot

February 2nd, 2009

Okay, I deleted the posts promoting all the guest blogs to tighten things up, which means I also deleted the comments to the one announcing Robb’s post.  Several people had weighed in on the question of whether to put up two guest posts per week, one on Sunday and one on Wednesday, or whether perhaps I should go back to writing a weekly post and putting that up on Wednesday.

Anyone?  I kind of like letting the creativity pieces stay up long enough for people to comment — I think it means something to the people who were kind enough to write them.

Oh, I don’t know.  Someone tell me how to live my life.

	[image: image9]

	This entry was posted on Monday, February 2nd, 2009 at 9:00 pm and is filed under All Blogs. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site. 

11 Responses to “Je Suis un Idiot”

1. Lisa Kenney Says: 
February 2nd, 2009 at 10:08 pm 

You’re one of my very favorite people in the world! I think a post a week is just fine. They are think pieces and I think they deserve the time too. OK, now tell me how to live my life. [image: image10.png]


 

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 2nd, 2009 at 10:21 pm 

OOOOhhhhh….just what I’ve been waiting for! OK…you guys line up along the wall here, and the rest of you line up over there. Make sure your uniforms are straight and….Oh. Tim and Lisa were being facetious….I get it… Nevermind.

Tim, if you post your creativity posts twice a week, you’re NOT deleting the previous post. People can still comment on the new post and the previous post or even comment on something you’ve written and posted 8 months ago, right?

Whatever you choose, I’ll deal with it, but I’d prefer to see two posts on creativity per week, plus intermediate posts from you about whatever you usually post about AND creativity, AND comments from Larissa and Thomas and Usman and Lisa and…..Well, I’m sure you’ve got it…I want it ALL. And for FREE!

3. Sylvia Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 2:25 am 

I’ve been struggling to keep up so I will rather selfishly say that I prefer one creativity post a week which is often enough to be inspiring without being overwhelming. 

However, I had noticed that you weren’t posting in the meantime (I thought you were taking the chance to have a blog break) and was looking forward to seeing your posts again. So personally I’d quite like to see a post from you in addition to the creativity post.

4. usman Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 5:15 am 

For crying out, Cindy; You are difficult to please.
Tim, give them all free. Right Now. Please.

Happy Cynthia.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 10:32 am 

I’ve found that I can always get the guidance I need if I just follow the George W. Bush method, which is to ask a bunch of people what to do, wait until one or two suggest what I actually WANT to do, and then follow their advice.

So I’ll keep putting up the creative living posts on Sundays, and midweek I’ll either write something or not, depending on external circumstances and whether I actually have anything on my mind.

And I’ll continue to announce the new creativity blogger on Wednesday.

6. Thomas Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 11:23 am 

And all the people said, Amen!

With pivotal events going on around us, such as Shrub the 43rd sitting at home wondering who will now agree with him, Denny’s handing out free Grand Slam artery-cloggers with accompanying defibrillators, and Sully the hero pilot worrying about his overdue ethics library book, I can’t help but wonder what minuscule role this cyber-exchange of ideas could possibly play in my life? 

I believe the answer can be found in the Petri dish of opinions we call a blog, filled with diverse people with common beliefs in their creative drive and literary short-comings. Yin and Yang, Cheech and Chong, you say tomato and I say tomatho, while gravitating toward that common denominator. That is, we want to be better than we are today and what better way is there to improve than to discuss and let those creative juices flow.

The question is how much of a good thing is enough? I say, there are no limits but the sky itself. Our brains can handle more than our eyes and hands. Let the bloggers blog and let the chips fall where they may. Bring it on! On Sunday, on Wednesday, and everything in between. I want that rush every day. Give me my fix! 

By the way, Friends And Lovers was a great song. Now, THAT is kissing up!

Thomas

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 3:40 pm 

Lisa –

Thank you for being so amazingly nice. My only recommendation for improving the quality of your life is to trust your creativity more, because you’re a really fine writer.

Cynthia, I aim to please, but I really feel as though it takes the creativity posts a week to create a dialogue, and I don’t want to step on that. I’ve got a bunch more — in fact, this Sunday we’ll hear from a bestselling woman mystery writer who sets her stories in medieval Japan.

Thomas, I’m impervious to being kissed up. It doesn’t affect me in the least. The check should arrive on Friday or Saturday. And maybe I should retitle the blog The Petri Dish.

8. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 8:29 pm 

S-I-G-H…..I’m going to have to ressurect my binky. And I was doing so well! Maybe I’ll just have to use the extra time and, I’d don’t know….write.

And Heck Yes, Usman! I know I’m difficult to please. I’m an American Princess (or at least that’s what I’ve encouraged my amazing husband to believe!)

9. Larissa Says: 
February 3rd, 2009 at 10:13 pm 

Hi. I had suggested leaving them to a weekly post because it gives me something wonderful to consider on Sundays (and of course, me having a happy sunday is uber important…(c: ) and using Wednesday for your own posts because i’d love to hear more from you too! I promise you do not just have to be a medium of sorts. We want to hear your thoughts again too!

Can I be next in line for the “Life Coaching” sessions here? hehe. No…really. [image: image11.png]


 

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 5th, 2009 at 4:51 pm 

Cynthia, what exactly does it take to resurrect a Binky? Is this along the lines of the Re-Animator movies, or something less radical? And you have extra time . . . and you’re NOT writing?

Actually, there are times I don’t want to do it, either, and when I feel that way I always remember what Dorothy Parker said when she was asked if she enjoyed writing. She said, “I enjoy having written.”

Riss, will do. This Sunday is a wonderful mystery writer named Laura Joh Rowland, and Wednesdays I’ll post something if I have anything worth sharing or can fool myself into thinking I do. And anyone who turns to me for life coaching should make sure his/her insurance is up to date.

11. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 9:50 pm 

I’ve never had to ressurect it befoe, but I assume that some sort of disinfectant will be required, and some sort of rehydrant solution.

Oh, and I’m not exactly sure I’ll be needing it. I just discovered a new channel on my digital TV — createTV. So, all I need to do now is just sit down on my comfy couch, turn on the TV and presto-chango….I’ll create!

ps: My captcha below is: “62 either”. I’ll include that phrase in tomorrow’s warmup writing drill!


Coming Sunday — Creative Living 6

February 3rd, 2009

One of my favorite writers, Laura Joh Rowland, brings 17th-century Japan to vivid life in her mystery series about Sano Ichiro and his wife, Lady Reiko. Over the course of twelve novels (thus far) she tells a detailed and complex story, while from volume to volume her major characters deepen and mature.  She also brings a sharp eye and meticulous plotting to Victorian England in her 2008 novel The Secret Adventures of Charlotte Bronte.  On Sunday, she’ll present an insight into the physical side of creativity that’s not like anything anyone has shared with us yet.  I know you’re going to enjoy it — and I know you’ll like her books, too.
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One Response to “Coming Sunday — Creative Living 6”

1. Thomas Says: 
February 4th, 2009 at 9:45 am 

Oh wow! This is very exciting. Great move, Tim. I recently stumbled across Ms. Rowland’s Japanese 17th century books and thought to myself, “Now, that looks interesting.” And here she is about to guest blog. Count me in!

I would love to get started on the Sano Ichiro series, but here’s my problem: Where does one find time to read all the books out there that are interesting? My list of books-to-read-before-I-die is starting to resemble the local yellow pages. Any creative ideas anyone? I still have 400 pages left of Crime and Punishment but right now I just wish it was all over.

Ms. Rowland, you have a great website that has truly whetted my appetite for your books and I look forward to reading what you have to say about creativity. No pressure!

Thomas


The Five Finals

February 4th, 2009

If you learned somehow that you could only read five more books in your life, what would they be?

Let me start by acknowledging that I’ve copped this from Jen Forbus’s great book site.  If a doctor (maybe a doctor of literature?) were to tell you that you had exactly five books left in your life which ones would you choose?  And, to push it a little further, how would you structure your list so that the last book on it would be the one you were reading as you died?

(You can do ten books, if you like — I think that was the original idea, but I’m lazy, so I only did five.)

And to get things started, these are the books I listed on Jen’s site:

1. The Recognitions, William Gaddis: this is the book that I used to get my real education while I was wasting my time in college. I used it as a launching pad for years to read about art, religion, art in religion, forgery, Greenwich Village . . . on and on. One of the great American novels of the 20th century.

2. Randall Jarrell, Pictures from an Institution: The best book I ever read about academic life, on which I’m an expert, having spent decades in college.  It tell the story of what happens to a bunch of smug liberal-arts professors in an exclusive women’s college when a real artist (a very spiky female novelist modeled on Mary McCarthy) suddenly lands in their midst. Funny, sad, and uplifting all at the same time — makes it impossible for me to believe that the man who wrote it committed suicide.

3. Straight Man, Richard Russo: The second-best novel about academic life I ever read, and certainly the funniest. At several points I had to put the book down and get up and walk around because I was laughing so hard I was afraid I’d die.  Russo is one of the best novelists working in America.

4. The Big Sleep, Raymond Chandler: Because it’s the bible of private-eye writing and even now every word rings true.  And because he never wrote an ungraceful sentence.

5. The Woman Warrior and/or China Men, Maxine Hong Kingston: Memoir and cultural history woven into lace, and in some of the most beautiful language I’ve ever read.

Looking at this now, I realize I’ve left out Trollope, Dickens, Balzac, Kingsley Amis (how could I forget Kingsley Amis?, not to mention Peter Mattheissen’s At Play in the Fields of the Lord and all of Jane Austen, and Anthony Powell’s life-changing twelve-book sequence, A Dance to the Music of Time, plus about eight hundred others.  So if you’re in the mood for frustration and instant regrets, make a list of your own.

Then we can all pick each other apart.
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13 Responses to “The Five Finals”

1. Thomas Says: 
February 4th, 2009 at 12:53 pm 

The first question I would ask myself is: Do I only want to re-read books that have had a major impact on me or would I want to spend those last five titles on books I haven’t yet read but always wanted to? The answer is: Maybe a combination of both? But then again, if you only get five, why risk wasting a title on Jackie Collins writing under a pseudonym? So here it goes. These are my five, after which I bid adieu.

1. I am not too proud to admit that one of my favorite characters in all of literature is Pippi Longstocking. As someone who grew up in Sweden, I have read and re-read Pippi and her adventures since I was old enough to read at all. Except for a few other titles by Astrid Lindgren that no non-Swede would recognize, Pippi Longstocking would be the place for me to start my own countdown to extinction, as it were. I can hardly imagine a more life-loving story than that.

2. The Old Man and the Sea. Old Ernest may have had some issues with mood swings, self-image, and intake of alcoholic beverages around the time this little gem was composed, but it doesn’t deflect the fact that it is, in my humble opinion, prose-perfection. A book to read over and over and every time wonder, how the hell did he do that? It looks so simple.

3. Kafka’s The Trial. Yes, this is the book that once made me want to write – believe it or not. That cumbersome diatribe against bureaucracy, the invisible man’s cry for help, the insanity of the system, the cowering under authority, is an allegory of any society claiming to be civil and just. K. is my anti-hero and his anonymous death deserves my respect and my reading. This is the book that could have changed Dick Cheney’s life.

4. Anything by Bill Bryson, for the simple reason that it’s light, easy to read, and written in that stylish and enjoyable English, while, at the same time, being thought-provoking beyond the initial impression, revealing of human flaws in all its mundane glory, and downright slap-me-in-the-face funny.

5. The last book I would want to read before I die, assuming I still have enough energy at that point for a book big enough to stop a bullet, I would choose Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. Yes, it’s pretentious but I can’t get over how curious I am about the book that, according to Billy Pilgrim, contains everything there is to know about life. When was Kurt Vonnegut ever wrong? Seems to me like a good way to go.

Well, there you have it. 

Thomas

2. Sylvia Says: 
February 4th, 2009 at 3:08 pm 

I would absolutely reread books – If I had only five books, I couldn’t stand to risk that one might not be perfect. So mine would be my favourites from the past.

Choosing is more difficult. Off the top of my head, after a glass or two of red wine:

1) The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood
2) Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë
3) Gone with the Wind by Margaret Mitchell

(OK, this is weirding me out now that they are all by women and they are all about relationships.
4) The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath
5) Breakfast of the Champions by Kurt Vonnegut

If I get to go for 10 I’ll include:

6) Dracula by Bram Stoker
7) Watership Down by Richard Adams
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 Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain

(I’m noticing here that I read all of these books before I was 21 – so I guess they were all formative in some sense. Or it’s just been so long since I’ve read them that I want the refresher. JRR Tolkein is not on my list because I re-read his books recently, same with The Little Prince)

9) The Stories of Ray Bradbury (a collection of short stories)
10) The World According to Garp by John Irving

(these last two mainly out of curiosity, I have no idea if I will still love them)

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 4th, 2009 at 9:22 pm 

These are beyond interesting. I’m so happy I lifted this topic from Jen.

Thomas, I always forget that English isn’t your first language. Makes me ashamed of American education (or at least my education). If I’d been given ten years, making one guess per minute seven days a week, to guess the first book that anyone would mention, I still wouldn’t have come up with Pippi Longstocking. But she’s a great character, and I now am possessed of a compulsion to read her again. Hemingway, I could probably skip, but that’s the wonderful thing about this kind of thing: it doesn’t matter a cow chip what I think of your choices. There are enough great books for all of us.

Sylvia, my list tilts very heavily male, and I wouldn’t read “The Bell Jar” again if someone put a gun to my head, but so what? It’s a great list, and I want to reread all your first three, especially the Atwood. I’d forgotten how much I loved that book. And Ray Bradbury is just brilliant. I’d also like to reread his “Something Wicked This Way Comes.”

More, more.

4. Larissa Says: 
February 4th, 2009 at 9:46 pm 

Good question and a tough one…I would have to say if I had only five books left to read before I died and during the great shuffle I would pick:

1. Emergence by David Palmer because it is one of my favorite stories. I don’t know why. It’s just great. Partially because it’s just really cool and partially because it has, at least in my mind, a deep emotional current. It’s out of print but I have a beat up copy and I love it.

2. A Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood- I have to agree with you Sylvia. Great, great book. (c:

3. Tao De Chang By Lao Tzu. I could probably use the spiritual boost by this point anyway.

4. Birds without Wings because it’s beautiful

5. Wicked by Gregory Maguire.

In that order too I think.

5. usman Says: 
February 5th, 2009 at 4:01 am 

Without hurting my brain thinking this over, I’d say:

1 A Prayer for Owen Meany, John Irving. Rarely has a novel moved me so and been funny at the same time. A work of genius.

2 Crime and Punishment, Doestevsky. I read it and fell in love with it. I really do need to re-read and understand the words.

3 The Winter of our Discontent, Stienbeck. I’ve read it 6 times, and each time I fall in love with it. For me this is the best of Stienbeck, surpassing all others, for it’s simplicity, humor, and reflection on life, of a man who is a failure in his eyes.

4 Catch22, Joseph Heller; well life is silly and so is death. This book comes close.

5 Orhan Pamuk’s My Name Is Red. The book starts with a death. But through it Orhan speaks of so many other things. Plus I need one book close to the culture from which I come.

6. Lisa Kenney Says: 
February 5th, 2009 at 9:17 pm 

For my first 5, I’m mostly going to stick with books I haven’t read, but that I have and I want to read. They’re all BIG, which is why I’ve been saving them.

1. REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST, by Marcel Proust. I’ve read the first two books and have five to go and I love Proust. Love him. This is almost a cheat because it’s seven books, but it is just one novel.

2. THE RECOGNITIONS, by William Gaddis for two reasons. First, I’ve had it for a while and have wanted to read it and second, any book that Tim thinks that highly of has to make this list.

3. INFINITE JEST, by David Foster Wallace. Another tome, but I’m anxious to read it. I’ve read lots of his essays and liked them and I now suspect that I’m going to have similar sensations reading DFW that I do reading Proust — only I’ll know all the cultural references!

4. GRAVITY’S RAINBOW, by Thomas Pynchon. This one’s a gamble, but Harold Bloom, who I think the world of has it as one of his four best books of the 20th century and I’ve been intrigued by this one for a while.

5. SOMETIMES A GREAT NOTION, by Ken Kesey. Another risk because I read this when I was a teenager and I thought it was fantastic. I’ve always wanted to read it again, but haven’t gotten around to it. I’d like to know what I think of it now.

I’m going for really big books since if I get to read them before I die, maybe longer books give me more time [image: image15.png]


 

7. Thomas Says: 
February 6th, 2009 at 7:31 am 

Usman,

Thanks for a great book tip. As a Steinbeck fan, I am sitting here struggling with the fact that I have completely missed The Winter of our Discontent. And you have read it six times!! When someone tells me they have read a book six times I wonder if they have either misplaced their medication or if the book is just that good. Considering who suggested the title and considering who the author is, I am inclined to believe that the book is good enough to be read six times. So, thanks for the tip. I will definitely put this one on my to-be-read list. 

By the way, speaking of Steinbeck, let me throw in a tip of my own. Another great title by him is Journal of a Novel, which is, as the title suggests, a journal Steinbeck kept while writing East of Eden. Steinbeck considered East of Eden his masterpiece and it is fascinating to follow along in his journal as he talks about how the book is coming along and how he wants the story to be long and slow. There are great insights into his family life, his obsession with pencils and notebooks, and his relationship with his editor. If you like Steinbeck, Journal of a Novel is a must. In fact, even if you’re not a fan, read it anyway and marvel at how easy he makes it all look. Humbling indeed.

But then again, perhaps the book is not that good? I have only read it twice.

Thomas

8. Jen Forbus Says: 
February 7th, 2009 at 3:28 pm 

Oh this topic is so much fun! Of course the credit has to start with Declan Burke who motivated Corey (The Drowning Machine) who motivated me who motivated Tim. AND this was SUPPOSED to be a meme without tagging! Ha! It took on a life of its own.

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 7th, 2009 at 11:22 pm 

Jen — I tagged myself, but I wouldn’t have without you (and Declan, via Corey) to inspire me. 

Thomas — I can’t wait to read the Steinbeck journal. Sounds like absolutely required reading. (He also apparently wrote one on “The Grapes of Wrath.) 

Lisa is obviously seeking immortality, reading a bunch of books that combined contain more words than the Oxford English Dictionary. If you’d like to outlive the solar system, Lisa, you could add to your list Anthony Powell’s twelve “Dance to the Music of Time” novels and the six Trollope doorstops that comprise “The Pallisers,” which should have been on my own list. Please keep me in the loop on your progress on “The Recognitions.”

Larissa,I’ve never even heard of “Emergence,” so there’s one I should read. How interesting that the Atwood should be the first book to be named
twice, followed by “The Recognitions,” while Atwood, Dostoevsky, Gaddis, and John Irving are (I think) the only writers to be named twice. Oh, and I loved “Wicked,” too.

Usman, I haven’t read “Winter of Our Discontent” (or any Steinbeck, for that matter) in years. I think the last thing of his I read was a wonderful journal of a year on the Sea of Cortez. And I’ve got the Pamuk on my TBR shelf and plan to take it to Asia in a few days.

Great responses, and thanks for the additions to my reading list.

10. usman Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 7:15 am 

Thomas,

The winter of our discontent was personally for me a great book. Like you I am a diehard Stienbeck fan. The Journal of a Novel is a more than a great way to reciprocate…for it is the next great Stienbeck novel for me. I hope I can find it in Borders Singapore. I sure won’t find it in Pakistan.
And i might end up reading that six times also. Plus it helps if these are the last five books you have left to read before you atomize.

Tim, My name is Red: Either you end up loving it or hating it. As a thriller/mystery it ranks with the best. And in it’s own right is a great literary book.

Thanks everyone for their tips.

11. Thomas Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 11:06 am 

Usman,
Yes, definitely look for it in Singapore (I thought they had everything ever made for sale in Singapore?), you will not be disappointed. Read it and try to figure out if that man ever re-wrote anything. A common entry in his journal went something like this: “I wrote two thousand words today. I hope it was good.” Huh? That’s it?

Tim,
Required reading, yes! Yes! The equivalent journal for Grapes of Wrath is called Working Days. Just FYI.

Thomas

12. Thomas Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 11:13 am 

Oh, I forgot to mention that I went out this morning and got a copy of The Winter of our Discontent. It’s laying down there in the parking lot, in my car, on the passenger seat, oozing anticipation. Oozing!

Thomas

13. Larissa Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 1:48 pm 

Tim-Emergence is out of print like I said so it’s hard to find. There are lot of books about autism with the same name but I assure you those are not it. don’t let the sites convince you otherwise. (c: It’s a great story I think. I’ve read it the first time in high school and have just kept reading it over the years. You should be able to find it with the author’s name. I’ve had the best luck on Alibris.com. 

Lemme know if you find a copy and what you think if you get a chance to read it. [image: image16.png]


 


Creative Living 6 — Laura Joh Rowland

February 7th, 2009

“Rowland has a painter’s eye for the minutiae of court life, as well as a politician’s ear for intrigue.” That’s the New York Times talking about Laura Joh, Rowland, the author of the absolutely wonderful Sano Ichirō series (twelve books so far, most recently The Fire Kimono) and – in a complete departure from Sano’s seventeenth-century Japan – a dazzling Victorian mystery built around one of the most intriguing novelists of the period, The Secret of Charlotte Bronte. Laura Joh Rowland is a USA Today best-seller, and deserves to be. By the way, if there’s a series in the world that should be read in order, it’s the Sano Ichirō books. I picked up a couple at random and realized I was going about it wrong, so I bought all of them, backed up, and started over. Sano’s wife, Lady Reiko, is worth the price of admission all by herself. Rowland was kind enough to find time to write this in the middle of moving from New Orleans to New York. 

During my career as a writer, I’ve become well acquainted with my creative spirit. It’s a renegade, happiest when it feels like it’s getting away with something. Many of my most productive, enjoyable writing sessions have happened at times when I should have been working on something else, such as my income taxes. Fine, you might say, but how do you get your taxes done? Answer: I work on them when I’m supposed to be fixing up the house. Q: When do you fix up the house? A: When I ought to be out promoting my new book. I constantly borrow time from one project to give to another. It’s like a Ponzi scheme. Does it ever catch up with me? It hasn’t yet. Usually, by the time what goes around comes around and I need to steal time from writing in order to finish another task, the book is finished.

How do I spot winning ideas? I listen to my body. If I get an idea and my heart beats faster and I feel like a dog wagging its tail, then the idea is a winner.

How do I know when my book is finished? I watch what my body does. When my hands stop deleting, rearranging, and rewriting huge chunks of my manuscript and start tinkering with the small stuff, such as minor word choices, punctuation, and formatting, then the book is finished.

How do I know if a project is beyond rescue? I pay attention to what my body feels. If my heart sinks and an abyss opens up in my stomach, the project is a goner. The body is wise. It knows things even when the mind doesn’t.
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11 Responses to “Creative Living 6 — Laura Joh Rowland”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 7th, 2009 at 11:41 pm 

Ooooh! Another juicy morsel! Thank you!!!

This piece really hit home. I love the feeling of being locked in and the work is flowing beautifully, and all of a sudden….my inner ear is buzzing with the sound of what I’m about to type. I know that if I stop to enjoy that buzz, it just may fizzle out and I know I’ve got to keep typing, just keep up, and not choke the flow by thinking and analyzing. 

Sometimes, I just close my eyes and keep typing, placing an imaginary bookmark at the point in the story and making an internal promise to read it and enjoy it later while I just keep skimming along with the flow and another tingle as another gem glints on the edge and ….

Yeah…what she said. :*D

2. fairyhedgehog Says: 
February 8th, 2009 at 2:19 am 

That sounds like something I could do: the benign circle of procrastination. I like the “listening to the body” idea too.

3. Sphinx Ink Says: 
February 8th, 2009 at 4:29 pm 

Great advice: succinct, powerful, on-target. I was a little surprised to find that Laura’s process is so instinctive. Over the years I’ve known her, I’ve come to think of her as a cerebral and logic-structured writer, because she carefully plans everything in her books in advance of actually writing. It’s interesting to discover she relies so much on gut-feeling. It’s reassuring, too, because that’s what I rely on. When I finish writing something, and I “just don’t feel right,” I know I need to go back and rework it.

4. Sylvia Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 2:20 am 

“It’s like a Ponzi scheme.” Hahaha, this is classic. I also do this (I set myself writing deadlines because it’s the only way I’ll ever get my filing done!) but I’ve never thought about it in such an organised manner. This is wonderful.

Recently I’ve been working on a project that leaves me frightened and breathless when I think about it too hard. I think that means I’m pushing limits.

5. usman Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 7:17 am 

Well, I am in a Ponzi scheme of my own. Traveling, working and reading blogs.

Thomas a msg for you at Tim’s lost post.

6. usman Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 7:18 am 

sorry last ….not lost; though it might be for some.

7. Thomas Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 11:00 am 

Ms. Rowland,

Writing as an organic process? Why not? In fact, I think you’re putting your finger on what distinguishes a great writer from an ok writer. That is, the ability to tell when something works and when it doesn’t. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I picture novel writing as two parallel processes taking place. One is the nuts and bolts part; the technique, the stamina, the discipline. The other is that fingertip feel that some people have, the built-in compass that always points toward good taste. The former process is worldly and easily put into words. The latter process is the organic one, the delicate photosynthesis that can be molded and honed but never fully mastered. I believe the latter process is what separates the great from the merely good. 

One of the month’s flavors is Malcolm Gladwell and his excellent Outliers book, in which he talks about the 10,000 hour rule. He argues, and convincingly so, that that is how long it takes anyone to become an expert at anything. I think it can be concluded that most of the writers we hold dear have put in much more time than that. But what about the vast number of scribblers out there who have put in equal amounts of time but never get any mass recognition? They are likely also experts at their craft. But, could it be that their bodies are not the “finely tuned” instruments that many of their more noteworthy colleagues possess? 

I recently stopped reading a novel after about 15 pages, as the author insisted on having a 6-year-old character use language I felt a need to look up in a dictionary. As I read I kept thinking, what 6-year-old talks like that? The book had to go because it just didn’t work. The writer’s body was evidently not that fine tuned instrument that could have made the story great. A text either speaks to me or it doesn’t. Simple as that. The comedy-part of it all is that this is how I, the unpublished, happy, amateur word-mangler, does it too. I write until something feels right. If it doesn’t, I hit delete! Simple as that. 

Oh my, look at me rambling on… I will be quiet now. Ms. Rowland, please note my appreciation for putting into words what I feel a great writer must have. I’m ready to start reading your books now.

Thomas

8. Thomas Says: 
February 9th, 2009 at 11:15 am 

Usman,

I got your message and left one for you (and Tim).

Thomas

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 9:17 pm 

Hello, everybody, and forgive me for sitting it out for so long. I leave for Asia in a few days, and it’s sort of making me crazy.

I love Laura’s piece. I didn’t know what Sphinxy says — that Rowland outlines everything in advance, although God knows her plots are complex and rich. I do recommend her heartily to everybody who (a) likes a good classic mystery, fairly played by the writer and with terrific twists and turns, and (b) wants to be immersed in a different world. Her Japan is so real I can smell it when I read her.

She’s just moved to New York, which is a trauma for anyone, so I don’t know whether she’ll be dropping by, but I’m delighted she wrote the piece for us.

10. Laura Joh Rowland Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 11:31 am 

Thank you, everyone for your comments. Thank you, Tim, for inviting me to join a discussion on one of my favorite topics. This has been a stimulating and enjoyable experience.

Laura Joh Rowland

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 12:24 pm 

Thank you, Laura. It was a wonderful piece. (And it’ll stay up for a long time.)


Coming Sunday — Creative Living 7

February 11th, 2009

Angela Woodall has covered everything from the aftermath of ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia to the devastation of Hurricane Katrina and the nightlife — including the nighttime police beat — of Oakland, California. She writes on deadline, for a paycheck, a situation that doesn’t exactly encourage writer’s block.  She’s also working on her first nonfiction book, and coming to grips with the same issues many of us face.  Check out her personal take this Sunday.
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2 Responses to “Coming Sunday — Creative Living 7”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 2:07 pm 

Oooohh… an injection of realism into my creativity. How cool is that?

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 9:12 pm 

Angela’s piece is quite different from what we’ve had thus far, and yet it’s also of a piece. I’ve loved putting these online and sitting back to take all the credit.


Morrow Has Me Covered

February 11th, 2009

[image: image19][image: image20]
After all the soap opera surrounding the writing of Breathing Water (earlier referred to, in varying tones of despair, as Misdirection) I thought you might like to see the jacket that the amazingly talented people at William Morrow have come up with for it. Special thanks go to designer James Iacobelli and my editor, Peggy Hageman, who shepherded this through the process.

The drops of water will continue all the way around, meaning that there will be something eye-catching about the spine, which is often ignored in spite of the fact that most of the time, it’s what people see when a book is shelved for sale.  So here it is

[image: image21.png]| 32 *Another masterpiece of contemporary
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A BANGKOK THRILLER
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The extremely generous quotation from Adrian McKinty, a writer I admire greatly, won’t be on the final hardcover jacket.  What you’re seeing here is the jacket of the ARC, or Advance Reader’s Copy, which is what the publisher sends to reviewers and others whose (hopefully positive) opinion might benefit the book.  A bunch of very good writers, including McKinty, Larry Beinhart, Andrew Gross, and Brett Battles, have also weighed in generously, and their quotes will be featured on the back cover and, perhaps, the front inside page.  This is all by way of suggesting to a reviewer that it might be worth opening this one.

I’d love to know what you all think.
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18 Responses to “Morrow Has Me Covered”

1. Thomas Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 11:09 am 

Tim,

I have a faint recollection of reading somewhere an explanation for your title Breathing Water but it’s not fresh in my mind at the moment. Could you please elaborate on where the title comes from and how it fits the story?

The jacket design looks great. Colorful, wet, reminiscent of a monsoon summer day in Bangkok. Makes me long for a steaming bowl of Pad Thai, for some reason.

I assume smarter people than me have thought this through, but why call it “A Bangkok Thriller” as opposed to just “A Thriller”? I would think anyone who enjoys a good thriller would enjoy this book, not just the ones interested in Bangkok. Or no?

Thomas

2. Lisa Kenney Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 11:21 am 

Very eye catching! I like the water droplets and the colors.

3. Suzanna Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 12:21 pm 

This really works Tim. The title, bold typeface, color, texture and abstract nature of the background give a sense of urgency. Nicely done.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 12:26 pm 

Hi, Thomas — The title comes from a speech given by Poke’s friend Arthit, a Bangkok cop, who’s trying to get Poke to understand the depth of the trouble he’s in:

“Let me give you an image,” Arthit says. He picks up the coffee and drinks half of it at a gulp. “If it would clarify your situation to think about it visually, then imagine this: You’re at the bottom of the Chao Phraya, wandering around on the river bed without a map, and breathing water. You just haven’t realized it yet.” He erases the image with his palms. “No, actually, it’s more like this. You’re in the crevice of a deep canyon with very steep walls, and there are some enormous boulders directly above you. Let’s say the size of an apartment house. You’ve built a cute little straw roof to keep you dry, something a songbird could dent. These boulders can decide, any time they want, to roll down on top of you. For any reason. You go to the wrong place. You talk to the wrong person. You ask the wrong question. You go out too much. You stay home too much. You eat meat on Friday. They don’t like your socks. So they roll down on you and squash you to paste.” 

“Okay,” Rafferty says. “What’s the downside?”

And there is a confirmed audience for what are called “exotics,” which is to say people who read mysteries set in interesting places, therefore the word, “Bangkok.”

Lisa, thanks so much. I think the droplets are going to be spot-varnished so they reflect light, unless that idea falls victim to economizing in this down market.

5. Dana King Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 1:16 pm 

Looks great. I second the above comments and I’m looking forward to reading it.

6. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 2:01 pm 

Oooohhhh…..it made me wipe my hands on my jeans after reading it. And I feel a little sweaty.

Two lines into Arthit’s speech and I slid right back into Poke’s world. Then I bumped into your explanation of “exotics” for Thomas, and realized I wasn’t actually reading your book–darn it! Do you have a release date yet?

7. Jen Forbus Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 4:44 pm 

Tim, this is an awesome book cover. Not only is it reflective of the title, but I think it’s reflective of your writing style as well in that it really piques the senses.

Beautiful!

8. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 11th, 2009 at 9:10 pm 

Thanks to all. I really like it myself. And thanks to the people at Morrow, who shared it with me in the early stages and let me make suggestions. I used to tell people that the process of getting published was (1) Write your book; (2) Sell your book; (3) Hate your cover. That has emphatically not been the case at Morrow.

Suzanna, thanks for the support. I think the design suggests urgency somehow, although I can’t say exactly how.

Dana, thanks as always. You’ll be getting an ARC in May, and I only hope you like the book as much as you like the cover.

Cynthia, I’m very happy it made you sweaty, although perhaps we should discuss it privately. And thanks for slipping so easily into Poke’s world. The book will hit stores in mid-August and have its official pub date early in September.

And thanks, Jen — let’s just hope that it has a similar appeal for a couple of hundred thousand bookstore patrons.

I actually have to say that I like this book a lot. I’m proud of it, and I usually don’t go that far. Hope all of you like it, too.

9. Sylvia Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 3:52 am 

How exciting! I think it looks great and it’s so intriguing to hear the details of what goes into the ARC. 

Mid-August? That’s miles away [image: image23.png]


 

10. Chester Campbell Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 7:58 am 

Great cover, Tim. I like the plain unserif type that doesn’t clash with the art. Colors are striking, too. Sounds like poor old Poke is really in for it this time.

11. Thomas Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 9:20 am 

Mr. Campbell,

Please allow me to express my curiosity in your books, after seeing your post above. I’m sure Tim doesn’t mind my using his blog space for this. I read your post and thought, “I wonder if someone other than a writer would speak of an unserif type?” So, of course, I had to click on your name, which took me to your website. Long story short, what I found was a list of titles about Nashville PI’s (I didn’t know they existed), written by a guy in his golden years (if you pardon my expression), who has family in Atlanta (my address). Now, that is a winning combination. Thus far I have only peeked at the first chapter excerpts you have on your website, but I may have to go a bit farther than that.

Anyway, just wanted to let you know.

Thomas from Atlanta

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 10:18 am 

Thank you, Chester, and Poke is in some very, very deep . . . ummm . . . well, you know. The original title type was hand-drawn and intentionally sloppy, with a small drip of paint off one of the letters, and I remarked that while I thought it was striking, I didn’t see how handwritten English related to the rest of the design, and they came up with this, which I like very much.

Thomas, Chester is a terrific writer and his new series, featuring Sid Chance, opens with THE SUREST POISON, which I was fortunate enough to read in advance. Great stuff, and extremely timely.

Sylvia, the Morrow people have gone far, far out of their way to make something special with this ARC and the whole ramp-up to the book’s release. And August isn’t THAT far off. (But thanks for saying that it feels as though it were.)

13. Maureen Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 3:09 pm 

I love the ARC cover, too. Maybe I can get them to give me a copy.

I already know what kind of trouble Poke’s in. The rest of you will just have to wait.

Hi, Tim. I’ve taken your advice and started reading the creativity series. It’s wonderful. Thank you for mentioning it to me. I’ve been needing a kick in the tuk-tuk, and this just might be it.

14. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 6:35 pm 

Maureen is my redoubtable copy editor, who saves my butt with every book. Next Wednesday, in fact, I’m going to blog about her edit, which was (as always) an adventure in discovering exactly how smart I’m not.

I’d love to take credit for the creativity series, Maureen, but I didn’t do anything but invite submissions and then sequence them according to some principle I couldn’t articulate if I had to.

Oh, and Maureen, I completely changed the ending. The butler DID do it.

15. Maureen Says: 
February 12th, 2009 at 8:59 pm 

Now I’m worried. Do I at least get to edit the blog beforehand? 

I think everyone here knows exactly how smart you ARE. I’m just the girl with the feather duster who walks through the scene. And proud to do so.

Too bad about the butler, though. I really liked the original Dick Cheney ending.

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 13th, 2009 at 1:59 pm 

Maureen, you should be worried. All the dirty little secrets of copy editing — comma proliferation! long narrow rectangles in the right-hand margin, filled with type that would be best red with an electron microscope! Persistent questions about the ages of characters! All of it, do you hear? It’ll all be revealed.

and no you cant edit it because im going to write it archy and mehitabel style with no commas at all.

The “Dick Cheney” character just wasn’t believable, even after I gave him the German accent. Nobody in real life could be like that.

17. usman Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 2:38 am 

Late as usual to the party. Just back from Singapore and bkk. Still travelling though.
Great cover and I love the qoute from the book.
Browsed Singapore Borders for your book. Couldnt find any.

18. Ken H. Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 1:33 pm 

I like the cover a lot. It feels like Asia. Can’t wait to read it!


“Thai Ghost Story” Revisited

February 13th, 2009

In 2007, I wrote a post about a ghost I encountered in Thailand, one of the most terrifying experiences of my life. Every now and then someone posts an answer, and today a woman named Susan, who was born in Laos, wrote her own ghost story in response.  The post and her answer are here.

For those of you who have read A NAIL THROUGH THE HEART, Rose’s improvised exorcism in the book was inspired by the experience I recount in that post.  Read Susan’s story and be afraid — be very afraid.
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3 Responses to ““Thai Ghost Story” Revisited”

1. Ken H. Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 1:21 pm 

The Thai ghost story you tell is one of my favorite creepy tales of all time, and Susan’s is not far off. I keep thinking that ghosts might stumble into my world, but nothing yet. In the past 10 years I have lived in an apartment in which the previous tenant died in (we moved in just weeks after) and our current house is from 1915, certainly old enough to get you thinking. The creepiest, “ghostliest” place I have been recently was an overgrown and abandoned area on the trail to the Po Lin Monastery/Big Buddha on Lantau Island, Hong Kong this summer. A number of warning signs in the heavily bamboo-wooded hillside warned of dangerous hillsides that had forced “squatters” in the small empty village to leave the area. The village was a quiet, overgrown empty space with chains and padlocks around the gates. It felt like an old haunted Chinese village; damp, shaded, arched entries into abandoned spaces. The only sign of life was a pair of work gloves hanging on an outdoor clothes line. I could believe some type of spirit could have been in that space. I wanted to post a photo from there but I can’t seem to figure it out.

2. Ken H. Says: 
February 15th, 2009 at 1:29 pm 

Oh, and by the way, the “improvised exorcism” in NAIL is probably my favorite piece of writing from both Poke books, and that is saying a lot because I enjoyed them both very much.

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 25th, 2009 at 1:02 am 

Hi, Ken, and thanks for the notes.

Go back to the original ghost story post and see the response Susan just wrote to describe the ceremony they used to clear the apartment. It’s absolutely beautiful.


Creative Living 7: Angela Woodall

February 15th, 2009

Angela Woodall is a reporter for The Oakland (California) Tribune. She prowls around the city at night, chronicling its characters and haunts, and has developed a popular column and blog called The Night Owl , which covers everything from entertainment to the cops who patrol the city after sunset. She is a veteran of stories even grittier than Oakland, having covered everything from Capitol Hill and post-Katrina New Orleans to Bosnia. Her work has been published in national and international publications, including United Press International, Washington Times, The Croatian Herald, The Sudan Tribune, Connect Magazine, Contra Costa Times, San Jose Mercury News. She is working on her first non-fiction book, “Necklace of Lights: Oakland After Hours.” She holds a master’s degree in journalism and public affairs from American University in Washington , D.C. , as well as a bachelor’s degree in anthropology and sociology from Mills College in Oakland. Angela lived in Germany for a number of years, has traveled widely in Western and Eastern Europe and speaks several languages.

“Menial work at the expense of all true, ardent, creative work is a sin against the Holy Ghost.” Author Brenda Ueland offered that declaration as a footnote in If You Want to Write, published in 1938 when she was a woman nearing middle age. It is the best advice about juggling a creative life with the rest of life.  Let me say here that I am a full-time journalist for The Oakland Tribune. I write every day but being a poet on deadline isn’t easy, although I have room for freelance magazine articles and my first non-fiction book (in progress).Even daily journalism – fires, city council meetings, obituaries — can be creative, which in my mind means stepping back, opening up all the senses and really looking at everything in its most minute detail. Creativity means working with love and imagination and intelligence at writing or whatever it is that you care about, to borrow Ueland’s words again. Sometimes that means noticing how the moon casts a phosphorescent glow over the empty city streets right before midnight, or how a waiter’s name on a restaurant check has been shortened to just “Christ.” Sometimes it is as simple as starting sentences with a subject, verb and object then ending them with a well-chosen word that sticks in your mind.

The other part of creativity is tougher: telling the story, the reality of what happened, instead of just writing a bunch of facts on a piece of paper. Sometimes it comes down to finding a phrase or a word that describes the universe of our shared experience – the “A Ha!” moment, as another writer once put it. Poetry, my secret indulgence, a thesaurus and all the good writing I can get my hands on (especially George Orwell, master of the metaphor) help build that “A-ha” muscle. Otherwise, it boils down to practice, which takes discipline, of which I have pathetically little.

A war rages inside my brain about it every day. Not ten minutes had passed after I first read Brenda Ueland’s advice than my mind wandered to the dust accumulating on the Venetian blinds, the purple feather duster I bought and my nearly complete array of mops, brooms, irons, toasters, coffee makers. I had already congratulated myself about a half-dozen times that day about choosing to work on my writing – to be creative — over ducking behind housework. There was plenty of it to be done. There always is, offering endless excuses when my creative demon called uncertainty creeps up on me. Now I know that the impulse to clean every cupboard and shelf in my apartment (and then admire them) means I’m hiding because I haven’t figured out how to approach a story, or because I’m afraid my book or article will be boring or rejected or…

Half the battle is just sitting down to write. A daily newspaper deadline is like a vacation compared to getting me to do my own writing. I’m not even above using my teenage daughters’ laundry and transportation demands to disguise my bad habits and cowardice.

So I force myself to write – anything, even if it is nonsense in my journal or retyping an article I admired. That usually gives me the fix I need. Admiration can also stop me dead in tracks with the anguishing question, “How can I possibly top that?” Maybe I can’t, but now I know I don’t have to. I can just do it differently, in my own style. And story ideas are never lacking. I just usually manage to turn a simple idea one into an endless sea with no horizon in sight, rescuing myself by adjusting my vision and clinging to an outline like a life preserver.

On better days, I stick to my carefully devised schedule (two hours on whatever project it is before I begin work at 2 p.m. or have to turn my attention to errands and chores) and force myself, well-fed and reasonably caffeinated, into a chair. Laptop in hand, I take a deep breath, close my eyes and let the story unfold in my mind as though it were a movie. Then I am ready to write. No excuses. No distractions. Just word after word after word.
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12 Responses to “Creative Living 7: Angela Woodall”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 16th, 2009 at 4:57 pm 

Thank you, Ms. Woodall. I loved your description of Life vs. Creative Writing as a war raging daily in your brain — how perfect! I’m usually on the losing end of that battle. I’ve had the wisp of a short story on the edge of my mind for months now. 

This morning as I unpacked my husband’s duffle bag after a long weekend of heavy manual labor at his parent’s house, I caught a whiff of stale, sweaty athletic socks. I immediately dropped the bundle of clothes on the floor in the hallway, ran to my notebook and wrote the opening scene of my story (which takes place in a teenaged-boy’s bedroom). I just needed the olfactory cue to pull the threads together and overcome my cowardice (and insistence on doing household chores). My hand could hardly keep up with the flow!

2. Sylvia Says: 
February 17th, 2009 at 5:19 am 

Just word after word after word.

I want this framed. 

It’s interesting to think about how to find that angle: opening up all the senses and really looking at everything in its most minute detail. 

Thank you for your poignant description of the processes and honesty about the temptation towards neglect. Although it’s a little bit depressing to think that it never goes away, it’s a little bit reassuring, too.

3. Angela Woodall Says: 
February 18th, 2009 at 8:48 am 

Definitely. But I actually think it does get better: my work habits improved dramatically after I wrote this piece. That and my paper furloughed us for five days. Fear and money are powerful motivation.
Anyway, maybe our motto should be “keep that hand moving!” I will remember that whenever the temptation to hide behind a Hoover strikes.

4. suzanna Says: 
February 18th, 2009 at 10:11 am 

Hi, Angela

Thanks for demonstrating so beautifully the reasons why so many working parents find it difficult to juggle their very busy creative lives and the demands of family life. You are much more disciplined and courageous than you know. Looking foward to reading “Necklace of Lights: Oakland After Hours.”

5. usman Says: 
February 18th, 2009 at 10:26 pm 

Thank you for this piece. As an entrepreneur, father, husband, and writer, I find it difficult to juggle my daily life around all these and other aspects of life.
And yet there is no way but to grit the teeth and ask God for mercy and the strength to write; and even more the time.

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
February 18th, 2009 at 10:39 pm 

Thanks, Angela, and thanks to all who have commented. Sorry for my absence — I leave early tomorrow for Asia and the past week has been one long to-do list. 

I’ll post more about Angela’s great piece in a couple of days from Bangkok and also announce our next creative living contributor.

7. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 19th, 2009 at 2:12 pm 

Safe miles, Tim.

8. Lindsay Price Says: 
March 1st, 2009 at 7:10 am 

Thanks for this. It’s so important to know that what we think are solitary fears in us, are actually quite common.

When I teach student playwrights, I always start with the habit of automatic writing exercises. Anything that gets the pen moving and the brain moving. It’s that blank page, that moment before we write which can be the worst of all. If there’s a doorway into getting something, anything on the page then moving on to the work at hand doesn’t seem so bad.

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 2nd, 2009 at 2:21 am 

I don’t think that any of us face the blank page with complete confidence. I have days when I literally have to force myself to work, when I postpone it for hours until I have to write into late hours to make my word count. I know people who have written dozens of books and people who have sold millions, and they all have anxiety about the job.

That’s why I have to make such inflexible rules for myself. I write seven days a week — six at the absolute minimum, and never, ever, under any conceivable circumstances other than severe injury or illness will I take two days off in a row. I set a minimum word count — 1500 — and stick to it. If I don’t have any idea what to write, I write about not knowing what to write, and that almost always gets me to a point where I DO know what to write.

And if I don’t, then I write crap. At least crap can be improved. At the very least, you’ve learned one way not to take the story, one way not to write the scene.

And I think it’s very helpful to begin every session by revising the work of the past three days or so. That way, you’re already engaged when you get to that frigid-looking white space with no words on it. Works for me, anyway.

10. Larissa Says: 
March 2nd, 2009 at 8:33 pm 

Thanks for another great post. I keep telling myself I”ll eventually pick my story back up but I get that far and then go, yeah but I still have no idea why I’m writing it…not for the esoteric, self fulfilling reasons, but for the drive of the story. I guess I’m missing the story itself. I keep hoping if I just play it over and over again in my head something will come together. Once I know why I can fill in the details. So. Maybe that tells me I’m not a story writer. Maybe it says I need to work harder. 

Have a wonderful journey Tim!

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 3rd, 2009 at 2:28 am 

Jeez, Riss –

The process you’re describing is pretty much how I feel all the time — I’m slapping away at the story but either missing it somehow or else missing the central core of it, whatever it is that makes the thing worth telling in the first place. 

And I find that the only way to deal with it is to plow ahead, adding material here and cutting it there, following this thread and snipping that one until I’ve got something that looks a little bit like whatever I thought I had in mind in the first place. And then the question is whether it’s worse than what I had in mind, better than what I had in mind, or just different.

The book I’m writing right now bears almost no resemblance to the one I thought I was going to write when I started. But it’s got enough good stuff in it (I think) to keep my fingers on the keys, if only to see how the hell it’s going to come out. Like Angela says: No excuses. Just word after word after word.

12. Larissa Says: 
March 5th, 2009 at 9:05 pm 

Glad to know it’s not just me. (c: No excuses is really it. It’s a lot of work to keep that part of all of us that says ‘yeah, but i’m really bad at this…’ at bay and just work through it anyway. I still think about what you talk about-even crap can be edited but a blank page is just that. Heh. That goes for a lot of things.


Wading Through Time

February 25th, 2009

I’m sorry for the lapse in the Creative Living series and for whatever other sins of omission I may have committed lately.

I’m now in Phnom Penh, after what seemed like a decade in the air, and am fighting my way through a thick foam of time to try to get to the point where I don’t fall asleep at 1 PM no matter what I’m doing and wake up at 1 AM no matter what I’ve taken.  (All prescribed and AMA-approved, so don’t get too interested.)

It would also be nice to start writing again, but I did 800 words yesterday and they were less interesting than the average Arby’s menu.

Anyway, give me a couple of days, until I’m fully conscious.

In the meantime, read Susan’s description of how the ghost in her apartment was exorcised.  It’s beautiful, and it’s right here.

See you later.
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5 Responses to “Wading Through Time”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
February 25th, 2009 at 10:04 pm 

Yay, Tim! Thanks for checking in! Glad you hear you’ve landed and you’re in one piece. Can’t wait to hear more about your trip, and also to get back on track with the Creativity series.

2. Suzanna Says: 
February 26th, 2009 at 1:03 pm 

Hi, Tim

Take your time it’s a big adjustment. We’ll wait for ya!

I just read Susan’s story about having her apartment exorcised. It’s good to know that there are ways to deal with ghosts should I ever need to! 

Before we moved into our house a couple of years ago I did a sort of purification of each room with some smoking sage, something a Shaman friend showed me how to do. I’m not sure it was completely necessary because one of the things about our house, which I noticed pretty quickly is that it was at the time, and seems to remain, free and clear of any weird energy leftover from the previous occupants (dead or alive!).

However, not so at the prison on Alcatraz Island. My niece who was visiting us from Austin wanted to see it and I’d never been so I didn’t think twice about taking her. Thought it would be nice to be on the water on the way there and back. When we stood before the solitary confinement cell I thought it would be interesting to see just how much room the cell had so I nonchalantly stepped inside and was completely overwhelmed with the urge to get the hell out of there, fast, and I did. I didn’t see any ghosts but I sure felt them. Very very creepy feeling of the pain and misery that must have gone on in that cell. It would take some powerful monks to exorcise that place.

3. Sylvia Says: 
March 3rd, 2009 at 4:20 am 

As someone who has not had a cheddar cheese roast beef sandwich since 1989, I can tell you that I’d be THRILLED to see an Arby’s menu. Oh wait, did I just say that outloud?

Timezones are horrid. Hang in there.

(how funny, my word verification is Noche subtitles. There’s a story in there!)

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 3rd, 2009 at 9:06 am 

Hi, everybody –

Cynthia, thanks for the congrats on landing alive (and not before the plane was supposed to, which is what usually worries me), and as you can see, the creativity series is back on track.

Suzanna, I think Susan’s story is amazing. (It’s here for anyone who wants to read it.) And you should. I’ve been remiss in not answering her. And if anyplace on earth is haunted, it’d be Alcatraz.

And Sylvia, thanks for pointing out the word verification. I love these. My current one is “those $17-billion,” which seems kind of appropriate in a melancholy way. I wish anyone who gets a good combination would put it into their post — maybe we could build Haiku out of them. Or something.

5. Suzanna Says: 
March 3rd, 2009 at 8:58 pm 

Ahhhh, good to have you back on the blog, Tim and friends.


Creative Living 8: Christopher G. Moore

February 28th, 2009

Christopher G Moore is the godfather of the Bangkok mystery genre – his books about private eye Vincent Calvino are, as far as I know, the first to put a Western detective to work in the Thai City of Angels. The author of twenty books (and counting), Chris is also a lawyer, a great guy, and the creator of a literary Bangkok that’s been called a “subtle and compelling evocation of a part of the world rarely seen through our eyes.” The first two of his Bangkok novels to be published in America, The Risk of Infidelity Index and Spirit House, are available on Amazon. I should also acknowledge that without Chris Moore’s terrific books, I probably would never have come up with Poke Rafferty. Chris’s website is: www.cgmoore.com
Writers of fiction are said to be in the creativity business. That bunches us with painters, dancers, singers, actors, film directors, Wall Street bankers, software programmers, and astrophysicists. It is, in other words, a crowded intersection where writers stand trying to flag a reader passing at warp speed, trying just to get from point A to B. I have a feeling that creativity has some common elements that apply across many different fields. But let’s start with what many people believe is the definition of creativity: someone who has a vivid imagination. No one can say that is entirely wrong when checking the list of creative workers above. But there are a few problems with the definition. While imagination is useful and indeed necessary, it is not sufficient to define creativity. What is missing? I have few ideas to share about the basic elements. No doubt one day cognitive scientist will have a better way of understanding creativity. But here’s my rough outline: clarity, coherence, insight, and truthfulness (and in a slightly different way for everyone) form the quantum creativity universe. No matter what extraordinary, vivid worlds, characters, scenes, word play, plots you imagine, these fundamental particles form the mass and energy necessary to sustain the life force that is creativity. 

Clarity because we live in the midst of a dense fog of ideas, information, images, and the speed at which life approach us means what we experience is blurred, filled with ghostly specters detached from their context. We only partially comprehend or understand the motives, needs, and wants of others, and the fast moving web of events which we witness around us also catches us, pulling us too close for a detached, second look. That is we push against our personal limits of observation. Clarity focuses the reader on the context and illuminates meaning and purpose. Creative people lift the fog if only for a moment and provide a glimpse of how things are interconnected.

Coherence means that the whole book has a unified structure and persuasively builds a seamless organized system. There can be a book with brilliant sentences or paragraphs or scenes, and those may, when isolated, reach to the height of creative achievement but the book fails if the reader must dig through tons of ordinary clay to unearth the few gems submerged beneath. Like clarity, coherence is a universe where all the laws set in motion given the author a chance to explore the mysteries of events and characters in an ordered system.

Insightful is that feeling in reading a book where the reader says, “That’s what I’ve always felt but never had put it in words.” Or “I often saw (felt, understood, was taught) A, B, and C but always thought of them as existing in isolation from one another and now I can see the connection between them.” Or “I had been to that place or done that activity many times but never stopped to consider the consequences of my involvement.”

Truthful is often the most difficult quality to achieve because rather than search for the truth we assume that we know what is true and false and can dispense with the search. Readers come to books in search of truths that they can’t find elsewhere. Creativity, in part, requires a journey where truth is the reward. It may knock over conventional wisdom, threatened the perceived way of understanding an idea, person or event, or it may undermine a belief system such as truth is always clear, evident and beyond dispute. Authors, the most creative ones, are able to connect readers to what is true in human relationships and what is a smokescreen that people find convenient to hide behind as they flee from reality.

	[image: image27]

	This entry was posted on Saturday, February 28th, 2009 at 8:43 pm and is filed under All Blogs, Creative Living, Writing. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site. 

4 Responses to “Creative Living 8: Christopher G. Moore”

1. Larissa Says: 
March 2nd, 2009 at 8:40 pm 

Creativity, in part, requires a journey where truth is the reward. 

That’s awesome. And gives me a few things to think about regarding the fiction books I read and what I look for in them. Most of the time it’s a truth that I couldn’t find anywhere else, like you also said. 

It also puts a few ideas back into the tumbler for my own writing. Because it’s definitely lacking some truth and authenticity right now.

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 3rd, 2009 at 2:38 am 

I’m with you, Riss — that sentence knocked me out, too. I think it’s much more common for us to work toward truth than it is for us to start with it. I don’t know about Chris Moore, but I usually start with a wisp of smoke — some notion that I might have an interesting situation in mind, and then it’s a process of working toward what the truth of it would be — emotionally, factually, logically, causally — you name it. 

Chris got it in fewer than a dozen words. I’ve loved putting this series up.

3. Thomas Says: 
March 4th, 2009 at 10:06 am 

To me, any musings about creativity are bound to bring up words such as courage, passion, and knowledge, for they are all intertwined. They are facets of the same diamond that we look through as we perceive and interpret the world around us. Creativity is not some freestanding entity that can be bought, sold, and used, as we see fit. Creativity is something unique for all of us, as unique as our fingerprints. 

Please bear with me.

Courage is our ability to stay in the here and now, to follow that train of thought to its end station, to explore that idea in full without censorship. This is a difficult area for me personally and I’m guessing some other people out there share it as well. That is, a fear that something you are creating will turn out to be either really bad (in which case one’s own expectations get confirmed) or really good (which one usually doesn’t stick around long enough to find out because lacking confidence prevents us from reaching that point). Courage is needed to stay in the moment long enough to find out where that idea, or fantasy, is going. Self-sabotage is a strong force that can work in subtle ways. In Swedish folklore there is something called Jantelagen (translates into Jante’s Law). This is akin to Murphy’s Law (e.g. If something bad can happen, it will happen, etc). One of Jante’s Laws states that you should not think you are any better than anyone else. It doesn’t say that you are no better than anyone else. It says that you should not think that you are. What is the point of this? The point is that by believing you are no better than anyone else, you save yourself from disappointment caused by your lacking ability and you save yourself from the wrath of others for thinking you are better than they are. The connection to creativity? Courage! Courage to break out of the self-imposed mold that holds you back. This is not unique to Swedes; all people carry these doubts around. Creativity requires courage but we are often too afraid to see it.

Passion is the next facet. It is an abstract concept, something we often couple with love and longing. But, when discussing creativity, what passion means is an attachment to whatever it is we want to write about. We have to be invested in our topic, we have to feel strongly about it, almost at an organic level, for us to invest in what is required to get the job done. Without passion, any creativity becomes half-hearted and watered down. Thoughts are discarded before they are fully formed, ideas don’t pass that first barrier of censorship, and creativity is just too much work for too small rewards. This is where writer’s block comes in; when we are not passionate enough about our story and when our characters come and go without leaving a mark in our minds. The more passion we feel, the easier it gets to turn that faucet on, to let the ideas and words flow out and fill us up faster than we can get it down on paper. Without passion there is drought. Without passion, creativity is just a word, not a function.

Knowledge is an easy concept to grasp. Gaining knowledge is harder. How often have we stopped in our tracks to consider that which we don’t know? There is the saying that one good idea gives birth to another good idea. With knowledge it’s the same way. The more knowledge we have, the easier we can navigate through our story and the easier we can let our creativity be the captain of the ship, for there will be no obstacles to slow us down. Give a master carpenter nothing but a screwdriver and some wood and ask him to build you a bookcase. He can probably do it but it will take time, cause frustration, and the end result will not be what it could have been if the same carpenter had been given all appropriate tools up front. The mechanics, the facts, the tools would not stand in his way. Instead, he could use all his skills, passion, courage, and creativity to create the type of furniture that would surprise you both.

(I know this is long but I’m trying to make a point. [image: image28.png]


 

And here’s the point. Courage, passion, and knowledge are the three words that come up in my mind when thinking about creativity. Chris just mentioned four others that are unique to him. Tim would likely add his signature twist to the topic and come up with yet a few more. There is no right or wrong answer, no complete and exhaustive list. The creativity-diamond has an infinite number of facets. There is no such thing as an “ideal cut”. Creativity is fluid and hard to grasp; its very essence is abstract, and yet we depend on it for creating some kind of art that has never been done before. Chris speaks of insight, which in my mind really gets to the core of the topic. That is, when we create something that turns that light bulb on in our readers’ heads as well as our own, making us both say, “Aha, so that is what it’s like.” Only then can we say that what we have just written or read was something truly creative. The rest are just copies.

Chris, thank you for a great post!

Tim, please forgive my ramblings and for taking up so much space.

Thomas

4. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
March 9th, 2009 at 1:07 pm 

I haven’t commented on this entry in the Creativity series because I’m still chewing on it. This post has so many nuggets and sparkly bits that I’m re-reading and digesting. Thank you, Mr. Moore, and everyone else for sharing your insight. And, of course, Tim!


Maureen and Me

March 4th, 2009

For years, my least favorite part of the publishing process was the copy edit. Let me position the copy edit by going through the usual steps of pre-publication as I experience them:

First, I write a book. However hard it’s been to get the story on the page, I usually finish it full of confidence and certain that it’s the best thing I’ve ever done. Then I put it away for a month or so, and when I expose it to the light of day again, I’m invariably horrified by how inept it is: it seems clumsy, over-plotted, and underwritten. Whatever spark set the entire thing into motion, whatever insight into human behavior I wanted to express, it’s not there.

So I rewrite. This draft is shared by my wife, whose questions and challenges improve it, and my agent, a remarkably acute editor, who improves it further.

Then it goes to my editor at William Morrow, Peggy Hageman. Peggy reads the manuscript many, many times and gets back to me with a long letter full of suggestions – ideas for tightening the action, questions about character and motivation, suggestions for emphasizing the book’s strengths. I don’t have to accept all of Peggy’s thoughts, but I take them all seriously. Working through a good editor’s reaction is always a bracing experience. It shows you the story through a new pair of eyes, and it invariably makes it stronger.

Once I’ve finished the adventure of responding to Peggy’s ideas, the book goes to a copy editor. Copy editors are, among other things, grammatical savants who can spot a misplaced modifier at forty paces. They scan the manuscript for copyright names and tell you that you need to capitalize Baggie and Dumpster. They can also drive you completely out of your mind with minutiae, as did the woman who insisted, in an earlier book, on changing “lasagna” to lasagne twenty or thirty times. (There was a lot of lasagna in the book.) I changed it back, and she changed it again. I finally wrote, “This is a lot of bologne” in the margin, and only then did I get my way.

I’ve had many copy editors, but only one Maureen Sugden. Maureen Sugden is to the usual copy editor as crème brulee is to Twinkies. (Note the cap “t,” Maureen.) She has copy-edited all the Poke books, and I hope she’ll copy-edit me for the rest of my life.

Here’s the kind of thing one doesn’t expect from a copy editor, or any mere mortal, for that matter. In THE FOURTH WATCHER, I had Poke give Rose an engagement ring on her birthday. I needed to think of something (anything!) to make the ring distinctive, so I put their birthstones in it, with the stones for Rose and Poke on either side of the stone for Miaow. “The family in a ring,” as Rose says, and I patted myself on the back and moved on. Except . . .

Except that the book has a monsoon in it. And the birthstone Poke gave Rose, a ruby, is for July, and there are absolutely no monsoons within months of July. And Maureen spotted this, and the stone became (I think) a sapphire.

In the new one, BREATHING WATER, Maureen became concerned (obsessed would be another way to put it) with the ages of Miaow and, um, another character who shall remain unnamed. How old was Miaow in the first book? she wanted to know. How much time between the first and second books? How much time between the second and third books? Was it just her, or were these children aging at different rates of speed?

I spent hours explaining the apparent discrepancy, filling margins with highly creative bushwa about how many months it had been between books, which months the kids were born in, their own uncertainty about how old they were – all in the service of denying that, in fact, one of the kids had aged more rapidly than the other. She was right. I was wrong. And I’m still wrong in the book as it will be published, but it’s been taken care of so skilfully that no one will ever notice. Except Maureen.

Okay, one more, and this one is touchy because it requires me to share the mystery of my creative process in all its threadbare ordinariness. In BREATHING WATER, Poke – for reasons you will never understand unless you purchase and read the book (and you can’t buy it used, because the scene will disappear from used copies of the book) – anyway, in this scene Poke has his hand x-rayed by his dentist, which means lots of small pieces of x-ray film and many small x-rays, all taped together to create an overview of the damage to the hand.

The dentist is a woman. Here’s me, writing the scene: Ought to have some kind of description, but let’s not slow it down. Her hair? Who cares about her hair? Face? Faces are hard. What’s Poke looking at? Oh, yeah, she’s lining up all these little pieces of film, so he’s seeing her hand, maybe her fingers. What’s interesting about fingers? Her nails, they’re elaborately painted with, with, with, what the hell are they painted with? The Mona Lisa? Too European. Betty Boop? Too fey. Ooh, ooh, the wave, that wave from Japanese woodcut prints, that great wave painting by Hiroshige. There. Done. Not great, but okay And I wrote “Hiroshige” and moved on and never thought about it again.

Until the copy edit. Over in one margin, I read Maureen’s note: The really famous Japanese woodcut of a wave is Hokusai’s Great Wave off Kanazawa, which you can view here (URL of some obscure museum). Hiroshige painted some waves (it is impossible to convey the disdain for Hiroshige’s pathetic attempts at rendering waves that seemed to animate this phrase) so you can stick with Hiroshige if you like, but the really splendid wave is Hokusai’s.

Well, I knew that. Sort of. Okay, not at all.

But I do now. And thanks to Maureen Sugden, I have the right damn Japanese wave in my book, and people will think I’m smart.

But you know better.
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13 Responses to “Maureen and Me”

1. Thomas Says: 
March 4th, 2009 at 10:14 am 

Tim,

Any chance you can talk Maureen into offering her own piece on the topic of creativity, from a copy editor’s point of view? I am curious how someone, so in command of language, views the act of creative writing. For example, would she (herself) tolerate writing something that is not grammatically correct? Is a linguistic and analytical mind an asset or a hindrance in creative thought? does this Sentence, give mauren a heady ache!

Things like that…

Thomas

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
March 4th, 2009 at 1:29 pm 

THIS is it. This is why I read your blog. Thank you. And Maureen, too. I wish every writer had a Maureen!

3. Mitch Says: 
March 4th, 2009 at 1:39 pm 

I love reading about behind-the-scenes stuff! It’s fascinating how much work goes into the book after you’ve slaved over it for months and months – a completely separate, extremely thorough “shaping-up”.

I have so many rules and details in my supernatural YA that I’m finishing up…makes me nervous thinking about what a copy editor would do with it!

4. Jen Forbus Says: 
March 4th, 2009 at 4:16 pm 

So glad that there is this awesome writing team in existance! The literary world wouldn’t be near as fun without it! And by the way, I’m buying a new book AND a used book to experience this awesome phenomenon you’ve managed to mastermind!

5. Maureen Says: 
March 4th, 2009 at 8:15 pm 

Boy, do I sound smart! 

Not at all like the sort of person who’d spill half a cup of coffee in the keyboard of her laptop and spend the rest of the day dealing with the aftermath. I’d love to meet this smart woman you’ve written about, Tim. Think you can arrange it?

I’m blushing and embarrassed and secretly thrilled at your kindness, but not surprised. One thing that your readers should know about you, Tim, even though I’m sure most already do, is how genuinely generous and gracious you are toward everyone behind the scenes. 

For anyone who hasn’t undergone it, it’s hard to imagine how intimate and difficult and demoralizing the copyediting process can be. I often think of it as like having a total stranger march into your bedroom and start going through your underwear drawer and holding up the worst, most embarrassing pieces in there and pointing to every rip and tear and bit of saggy elastic and stain of unknown origin and getting right up in your face and saying, “Well, THIS certainly isn’t acceptable!” Over and over and over, till you want to kill that person. What amazes me is that there aren’t author-on-copyeditor murders reported in the papers every single day. Any jury on earth would consider them justifiable homicides. But Tim hasn’t even so much as threatened my life once. Yet.

He does like to exaggerate, though. His manuscripts are a copyeditor’s dream. It’s a testament to how hard he works and how much he polishes before I ever see them. I wasn’t the least bit disdainful in suggesting the Hokusai wave over Hiroshige’s. (And that wasn’t the real text of my note. Tim makes things up. Fortunately.) I was just pretty sure I knew which one he meant to mention. (When I read that part of the post to my husband, he said that people passing me in the street were going to start doing the Wave in my honor. I’d love that!) Besides, what a wonderful detail it is no matter which wave you go with–she’s a dentist with a Japanese masterpiece reproduced in miniature on her manicure! She sticks her hands in people’s mouths all day, and ten tiny works of classical Asian art go in with them! That’s all Tim–I get no credit for his amazing talent. He hits the home run, then I bend down and dust off the plate after he’s crossed it, nothing more. Not to mix my metaphors or anything. 

To answer Thomas’s question (well, one of them anyway), I’m not in the least bit obsessed with grammatical correctness. In fiction especially, the language has to serve the story, not the other way around. I think all good copyeditors let the book tell them what it needs, rather than impose arbitrary “rules” on the writing, whether they work in that context or not. It’s at least as important to know what NOT to mess with as to know when to step in and make minor changes. Luckily, there aren’t a whole lot of “lasagne” ladies out there. 

I was a little nervous when I saw the title of this blog entry. For a minute I thought I was going to be likened to a lovable but naughty Labrador retriever pup who eats holes in the drywall and pees on the carpet and has to be euthanized in the final act. Imagine my relief. Thanks, Tim. You made my day.

6. suzanna Says: 
March 5th, 2009 at 3:00 pm 

Maureen, I am sending you a mental WAVE of appreciation for your delightful sense of humor and for helping out my dear friend Tim. Your reply on this blog is extremely funny and made my day!

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 5th, 2009 at 8:34 pm 

Hi, Everybody –

See? Just in case you thought I made Maureen up (it’ll be another couple of books before I’m good enough to do that), here she is in all her slightly skewed glory. 

In my original piece, I left out how funny she is, but she’s the ONLY copy editor (I’m writing it as two words, nyaaa nyaaa nyaaa) who’s ever made me laugh out loud. She also has the tact and sensitivity (not to mention the finely tuned discrimination) to appreciate some of the jokes in my books. 

In BREATHING WATER, for example, one character tells Poke that he intends to cure his richly deserved hangover with a complicated regimen that includes an intimate interlude with triplets from Laos, and Poke says, “Triplets?” and the other character says, “I really only like one of them, but I’m never sure which one it is.” 

I cracked up when I wrote the line, and Maureen gave it its own little box in the margin just to let me know she’d laughed, too. And that makes a difference, because all those jokes are WORK, even if I do cut a third of them at my agent’s insistence before anyone else sees the book. It’s good to know that Maureen enjoys them, since she’s not exactly the world’s least discerning reader.

And her underwear metaphor is not only hilarious, it’s exactly right. The only difference is that in the real world you’d know how many pairs of seriously embarrassing underpants were in your dresser, while in a manuscript it’s a perpetual surprise. It’s a little like that boring magic trick where the guy keeps pulling scarves out of his hat, except that the scarves are the kind of underwear you always hope you won’t be wearing if you’re ever toted into an emergency room. And they just . . . keep . . . coming.

I’m glad you all enjoyed this. Just two more things: I don’t need to make any effort to be gracious to the people who shepherd these books into being because they’re all so good at their jobs. Maureen, Peggy, the design group at Morrow, the publicity people — they all do me the honor of taking my books seriously enough to try to improve and sell them, and at the end of the day, there it is: an actual object, nice-looking inside and beautifully wrapped, cool to the touch and just the right weight, and it contains a year’s worth of daydreaming. It’s sort of a miracle, and all who contribute to it deserve all the appreciation I can muster.

Second, there was TOO a certain amount of disdain for Hiroshige’s pathetic little waves. I can’t quote the lines because I had to send the copy edited manuscript to Peggy Hageman so everything can be integrated into the typescript. but I know what I read.

Or maybe I was feeling defensive.

Anyway, thanks again, Maureen.

8. usman Says: 
March 6th, 2009 at 10:01 pm 

What a great post. Equals so many of the creative posts, because it sheds light on what goes on behind the scenes.
btw, on reading the title of the post, I too thought of a Labrador. Something to do with Marly and Me.

Fun Post.

9. Sylvia Says: 
March 8th, 2009 at 9:00 am 

Oh what a wonderful exchange. I loved the initial post – I’ve only worked with a copy editor once (luckily she wasn’t a lasagne lady! I think that term needs to come into common speech) but I could recognise all the good bits in your description. Then Maureen’s comment (and I’m sorry, Maureen, but you have only underscored Tim’s flattering description with your response) and Tim’s follow-up including the wonderful imagery of a woman pulling underwear out of a hat, endlessly. I laughed aloud.

Great, great stuff.

10. Larissa Says: 
March 10th, 2009 at 8:35 pm 

So Maureen, how do I get to become a copy editor? I know..I know…I’m supposed to be attempting to write a book but what I’m good at…what makes all the people around me crazy is doing what sounds like is your job. Incredulously enough. That’s awesome. Not that I”m anywhere near as funny or as cool as you sound but yeah…I’m reading this post going wait a minute, you can get paid to do all of that? Awesome. I make my boss crazy because oh, I dunno, I demand that he use proper grammar, complete sentences and have some personality to his “copy” that he writes for me to spew into our newsletter. Ahem. I’ll put away the soapbox. But seriously, some people shouldn’t be allowed to use punctuation.

Which gives me an excuse to mention this: Tim-when you look at the browser web page heading thing (the blue bar at the top of the website) and it’s supposed to say “Timothy Hallinan – The Blog Cabin – Mozilla Firefox” or whatever..it’s only says “Timoth Hallinan…” instead of Timothy.

It’s been bugging me for weeks and then I’d forget about it.

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 11th, 2009 at 5:16 am 

Larissa –

First, I have no idea how one becomes a copy editor, but I’ve e-mailed Maureen and she might come back online and give us all some info.

Second, I have no idea in the world how to fix that thing in the browser identifier window. I’ve several times raised the question with the guy who actually makes this site work, but he’s never responded, so maybe he doesn’t know, either. 

The easiest way to deal with it would probably be for me to change my name to Timoth.

12. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 1:53 pm 

But then you’d have to change the title bar on your main web site to Timoth. On my browser, the main page says “Timothy”, but the blog page says “Timoth”.

13. Bernice Nadler Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 7:05 pm 

How wonderful to read this exchange about Maureen, and now I feel even MORE honored that she is a dear friend of mine, even if it means she is often unavailable due to editing deadlines! Regardless of her self-deprecating humor, she is every bit as smart and funny as you have observed. She never fails to liven up a dinner party with her fine wit and impeccable timing. And despite her eye for detail, she graciously does not offer corrections in personal e-mails. Also, how fitting that you liken her to creme brulee. She is a master baker and creator of fine desserts, and creme brulee is her specialty!


Creative Living 9: Sandra Ruttan

March 10th, 2009

Sandra Ruttan is a relative newcomer with more talent than newcomers should have. (Don’t they know they’re supposed to write three or four bad books first?) Ruttan skipped that part of the development process, when What Burns Within established her as a writer of mysteries/police procedurals that are tough, tightly plotted, jammed full of persuasive characters, and as fine-drawn and conductive as a copper wire. One of Elmore Leonard’s rules of writing is, “Leave out the parts reader skip.” Ruttan’s books are pared to the bone. Having read two of her books (What Burns Within and The Frailty of Flesh), I’m not surprised that what she has to say below is long on action and short on woo-woo.  She can be contacted at http://www.sandraruttan.com/

*

Perhaps you’re still buying the magazines filled with writing advice, still scouring blogs like this one that offer insights and strategies about getting your ideas out on paper. If you’re reading this, I suspect that’s why you’re here, and guess what?

I know the secret. You don’t have to send me your social security number and bank account information. You don’t even have to send a cheque for $100. You don’t have to copy an advertisement for my novels and send them to 15 people via e-mail, with the caveat that if they don’t buy my books and send the ads on to another 15 people within 10 seconds that they’ll have bad luck for ten years.

You don’t even have to write down the first letter of ever word in this post and decode the secret. I’m just going to tell you.

The secret to writing a novel is to write the novel.

The secret to overcoming writers’ block is to write the novel.

The secret to writing the book that’s buried deep inside you and trying to get out is… you guessed it… to write the novel.

Seriously, I start getting nervous when I’m asked to dispense writing advice. There wouldn’t be whole magazines and books devoted to how to write novels if they didn’t sell, and what worries me is that there are a lot of aspiring authors out there looking for that magic bullet, that elusive little secret that will serve as a shortcut and enable them to splurt out this Great Novel…

As though there might be a few magic writing pills that will enable us to overcome our creative constipation, and the story will come pouring out of us.

Writing is a creative pursuit, but it’s also work. It may not be the same as digging a ditch, but we don’t channel spirits or record visions. We do have to discipline ourselves to sit down regularly, to stare at a blank screen or page and begin to fill it with words. And we do have to make sure that those words fit together to tell a story.

I think one of the worst things about living in our highly disposable fast-food drive-through-banking generation is that we want everything, and want it right away. We’ll take a pass on a proper nutritious meal for the convenience of McDonald’s, and worry about what the fat and calories are doing to our waistline and health later on. We’ll buy on credit today and worry about paying the bills later.

The problem is, those philosophies begin to seep into every aspect of our lives, but there are no shortcuts to creative genius. Some days, I sit down and the words flow. Other days, it feels like I have to fight for every letter, and much of the time the only thing that separates the published author from the aspiring is the determination to keep going on the days writing feels like work.

When I started out I scoured interviews, looking for some tidbit, some suggestion, some secret that was going to make it all click. I thought I’d have a light bulb moment, and suddenly know the one thing I could fix that would make it all come together. I tried emulating the routines of successful authors, tried adopting their schedules. I even took a creative writing diploma, and I was taught to outline and draft up character bios before starting my story. I was given checklists and tips that were supposed to help me through the process. For some writers, these strategies work, but I followed them to the letter and fought with the story until I finally gave up on it for more than a year.

The problem was, I was trying to push myself into a mold, trying to find a formula, instead of figuring out what worked for me.

I had to lose my outline and bios in a move and be left within nothing but three written chapters before I learned that part of the problem for me was that I’m not an outliner. I fly by the seat of my pants. I start with an idea, a genesis, and the story flows from there. Sometimes, I know something that will happen partway through the story, or near the end, but I never have it all outlined.

Learning to step away from outlines was a significant step for me. I took those three chapters and started on chapter four. When I was able to finish the book, I came away from the experience with more than just the confidence of knowing I could complete a manuscript. I came away from it understanding that there’s no one magic formula that works for everyone.

Read how a number of writers work. If your current process isn’t working for you, try something different, and remember, no two books are the same. One technique might work for one project, but a different story might require a different approach. 

There are people who’ve aced every English exam and have a degree proving their capabilities with the written word, and there are those who’ve never taken a creative writing class in their life. What classes you’ve taken won’t make one iota of difference if you aren’t able to put your butt in a chair regularly enough to bring a work to completion.

Be open to trying different routines and strategies. Work on improving your grammar, on expanding your vocabulary, on being precise with your words. Heed good advice when it’s given, just remember that the most important thing you can do is develop the discipline to sit down and actually write. 
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26 Responses to “Creative Living 9: Sandra Ruttan”

1. Thomas Says: 
March 10th, 2009 at 9:09 am 

Ms. Ruttan,

First, after writing this post, I’m gonna go off and look for your books. I love your post! And I’m not even kissing up. I love your post! Why? Because what you just wrote is what it all comes down to. If your novels are even half as good, and filled with the kind of cut-the-BS writing I suspect they are, I will quickly become a fan. 

Second, I have to admit that I have read a few of those how-to-write manuals. It’s interesting reading at times, offering a glimpse into the minds of those who have mastered what I strive for, not unlike gawking at the rich and famous in People Magazine at the grocery store check-out line before realizing that Brad Pitt has a better dentist than I do, but once the last page has been completed more questions than answers remain. So, I have stopped reading them. Instead I’m going straight to the sources; the classics that are still around ten, twenty, eighty years later. Right now I’m working my way through James Cain, John D. MacDonald, Raymond Chandler, etc, and I find myself impressed on nearly every page by how clean and condensed the prose is, yet so full of story and character and life. These are usually short books, free from the nonsense page-filling habits of many of our more contemporary writers. I say, if you can’t tell your story in 200 pages, your story is just too damn long. (Ok, that’s a bit harsh but you get my drift.) I’m still in elementary school but this is my new curriculum. Gone are the how-to. Short, sweet, crisp, and clean, is my new declaration of independence.

Still Second, I’m sure no one cares about my personal reading list but the point I’m trying to make (yes, blabbermouth Thomas is trying to have a point again) is that I have come to the insight that the best way to learn how to write well is to study those that write well; not look for that magic pill you mention. It doesn’t exist. Professional writers say it all the time. Tim says it. You say it. It takes an amateur with hubris to claim the rule doesn’t apply to him. 

Third, discipline. That’s it, in a nutshell. Creativity, technique, talent, and all that, mean absolutely nothing if you don’t find a way to put it all on paper. This is what separates the daydreamers from the doers. Anyone who can come up with a surefire way of boosting one’s discipline, without selling the elixir in snake oil bottles, is guaranteed to be rich. I assume everyone who reads this has already been through Tim’s Finishing Your Novel piece on this very same website. If not, go there and do it! It’s required reading and a good first step on the way.

Ms. Ruttan, I liked your post very much indeed. It was a refreshing piece of honesty. You put words on my feelings and for that I am grateful. Now, where can I find those Ruttan books…?

Thomas

2. Lisa Kenney Says: 
March 10th, 2009 at 7:43 pm 

I appreciate this cut-to-the chase, no B.S. truth telling. There are a million books, magazines, DVDs, classes, exercises and techniques available and I’ve gone through the stage where I chased and devoured them. Some amount of that was probably initially helpful, but in the end, it only provides a means for procrastination. I’m with Thomas on the reading and finally, it’s all about the writing. Thanks so much for a great reminder.

3. Larissa Says: 
March 10th, 2009 at 8:45 pm 

the art of pith is one to not be overlooked. (c: I love the post because it’s to the point. Creativity is many things but it’s not easy. People used to roll their eyes at me when I said I went to Art School…like it wasn’t work. It’s incredibly hard work-show up for 8 hours a day in a room with people that may or may not jive with you, crank out ideas, do three weeks a work and then throw it out there for those same people to tear apart for 20 minutes…and then do it all again and write 14 page papers on Nietzche. Oh…and sleep and go to work. 

Being creative is incredibly freeing but it’s also really hard sometimes. 

I’m going to go find some of those books too I think.

4. Sylvia Says: 
March 11th, 2009 at 3:38 am 

Great post: cuts to the quick. I think to an extent I get frightened when I hear/read about some author who talks about how the story “practically told itself” and completed the novel in 3 months. It takes me that long to write a short story and I think, maybe I’m missing something. Maybe I’m taking the long way ’round. And I start taking the first letter from every paragraph in hopes that the magic word is hidden there. Apparently it is Piyttsawitwtilrtb. Just in case anyone is wondering.

5. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 11th, 2009 at 6:15 am 

“I say, if you can’t tell your story in 200 pages, your story is just too damn long.”

Well Thomas, my books usually clock in closer to 400 pages, so maybe you should stop looking! Okay, seriously, I love the lean, mean style some guys have (Al Guthrie, Duane Swierczynski etc) but it goes down to the type of story you’re telling. Police procedurals require, well, procedural aspects, and that is tough to pare down without making the story look contrived. 

Tossing that aside, though, I think reading is the perfect thing to focus on. Years ago, I was afraid of reading too much in case I discovered someone had already used my idea. After a while I realized almost everything has been done before, but even if you start with a similar premise you won’t end up with the same story. The author’s voice will distinguish their work. It was around that time that I got a postcard from Ian Rankin, and it ended with, “Keep reading.” I took it as advice, and it’s probably the best advice anyone can give you.

Lisa, I agree some of the advice books probably started off as helpful. And I own a few myself – particularly ones that talk about grammar, but only for reference. There’s an old saying: An open mind is a good thing, like an open window, but you put a screen on it to keep the bugs out. There’s nothing wrong with reading some of the suggestions as long as you can filter out what works for you and what doesn’t.

Larissa, one of my best friends from high school attended an arts school in Toronto. I went to school with her one day and was stunned by the level of dedication, and just how hard the school was. I completely agree with you – most people often have no idea just how hard it is to be creative sometimes.

Sylvia, short stories are very hard to write. You won’t want to hear that I wrote the first draft of WHAT BURNS WITHIN in six weeks (and it comes in at about 100,000 words), but compare that to the fact that I’ve had short stories published (The Butcher springs to mind) that are less than 3000 words and took me six months to finish. Short stories are a unique art because you have to stay completely focused on the central story.

I always joke that I’m like Luke Skywalker flying towards the Death Star when it comes to short stories. I keep saying, “But what about the subplots?” and a voice says, “Stay on target.” The novels flow for me because I love the subplots (and I tend to lock myself in morning, noon and night when I’m writing a manuscript, which is the reason for the speed) but with short stories you have to keep paring them down. They’re a real challenge.

Actually, as editor-in-chief of Spinetingler Magazine, I’d say one of the main reasons some short stories get rejected is because they’re unfocused.

Despite the challenges, I think writing short stories is a type of creative cross-training, and it’s great for developing other skills as a writer. 

I’m glad everyone liked the post.

6. usman Says: 
March 11th, 2009 at 10:37 pm 

Sylvia,
Thanks. Thomas frightened me with his lid on 200 pages. There are stories, and, well, there are writers who can turn a coffee conversation into a piece of art.
I am learning to pare down. Though I fear that I’ll always end up with books closer to 100K. Not a good idea for the unpubbed, say the oracles of publishing.
Now, discipline that is the key.
My doubts arise, if only discipline is enough.
What about talent, and the fact that creative people live in timorous doubt of their capabilities, or lack thereof.

7. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 3:41 am 

Usman, it isn’t necessarily a bad thing to have books that are longer. In fact, I know some authors who are contractually obligated to produce books longer than 100,000 words. While that may change a bit with the economic situation, the publishers recognize that there’s a certain type of reader who wants something longer, who wants to really step into the life of the character in more of a day to day way. I have a good friend who’s worked in publishing for years, and she says if a book is too skinny she won’t even consider reading it, because if she finds a good read she wants it to last.

8. Lindsay Price Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 4:24 am 

When students ask me how to write a play, I can see in their eyes they want that recipe, that add so much flour specificity to writing. Some step by step process to follow and TADA! It’s really is as easy and as hard as, ‘you just write it.’

9. Thomas Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 5:40 am 

Ms. Ruttan,

Nahh, I’ll still have a look at your books, even though they are 400 pages. As I mentioned in my post, my 200-page “rule” was a bit harsh. What I meant to say, which I’m sure you got anyway, is that there is such a thing as the core of the story, and then there are accessories. Some writers write core without accessories (Ross MacDonald and his Lew Archer stories, which I’m reading today, is hard core). Some write accessories without much core (no names mentioned). It often ends up being the kind of fluff Oprah loves (no offense to any Oprah fans out there). If you know your stuff and can combine the two then fine, maybe you end up with 400 pages. Nothing wrong with that. I just think that a good way for a happy amateur, such as myself, to learn is to look at the people who can keep their story short and sweet, and still get all the character, emotion, and eloquence in there. Chandler, for example, was a master at that. That’s why we still read him. I tried doing the same thing with Dostoyevsky and failed miserably. 

Someone, I can’t remember who, said that Shakespeare wrote all the stories there ever was and ever will be. Everything after that are just variations. There is probably some truth to that. Just look at any police-legal-court-suspense drama on TV. When was the last time we saw anything original there? Columbo?

By the way, getting postcards from Ian Rankin sure gives you bragging rights. I hope you framed it.

Thanks for taking the time to reply to all comments.

Thomas

10. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 6:33 am 

Lindsay, I think my new response to people (when they ask how I write a book) will be, “One word at a time.” 

A play would be a whole different challenge! You have to consider visuals more carefully, set design, length. I can’t even imagine how hard it must be.

11. Dana King Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 10:13 am 

Sandra,
Great post; direct and to the point. I find I can often tell which author’s books I’ll like by reading their thoughts on such matters. Those who advocate butt in seat, write until the book is done, I generally like. Those who lose control of their fingers (and possibly other bodily functions) to their characters, who spritually channel the voices of stories floatng in the ether, not so much.

I once told my writers group–which had several members notorious for starting with good intentions but not completing the stories–I had discovered the secret to getting published. It’s what Shalespeare, Faulkner, Tolstoy, Dickens, Poe, all the greats had in common. Everyone leasned forward until I gave them the payoff; “They finish the book.”

My group was not amused.

12. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 6:02 pm 

Thomas, it’s said there’s something like 7 different basic story lines, and everything is a variation on those themes, so you aren’t wrong about Shakespeare.

Oddly enough, the postcard from Ian is kicking around one of my desks somewhere, but not in a frame. Rankin was the author that converted me to crime fiction, and he’s provided me with a lot of good advice along the way. Very nice guy.

I enjoy the discussion. I used to have a more conversational blog, but my blogging volume decreased with my divorce. I do miss it sometimes.

13. Rachel Brady Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 9:32 pm 

Hi Tim,

Had to do my annual de-lurk to let you know how much I enjoyed this post. Since I’m out of the woodwork tonight, I’ll also let you know that I frequently go back and re-read your Writers Resources pages. Good stuff.

Rachel

14. Rachel Brady Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 9:49 pm 

Sorry– meant to say “Tim and Sandra” [image: image31.png]


 

15. usman Says: 
March 12th, 2009 at 11:00 pm 

Sandra,
Good books are good books, irrespective of their weight and killing capacity (for crime writers.)
I mentioned the word count does become an obstacle for new writers, and not all are Stephanie Meyers.
Anyway, if you had a blog, I would join in.

16. Martha Reed Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 2:51 am 

Sandra, thanks for sharing your insights. As usual, you are right on target. I sometimes think there is a whole subsidiary writers market bent on telling writers how to write from writers who don’t – they write about it instead. Creative writing is hard and some days it flows and other days it is work. There is no magic bullet and the story doesn’t just fall out of the sky. And yet, in the end, you hold it in your hand and its magic. Loved the post. Thanks again.

17. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 3:06 am 

This is an amazing discussion, and I’m grateful to Sandra for focusing on the precise point where the sun through the magnifying glass brings smoke from the piece of paper. Word by word is exactly how books are written, word by word, hour by hour, day by day. Whether the day’s work is easy or hard, whether the previous day’s product was good or awful, whether you FEEL like writing or not.

The essential thing, I think, is to build an internal shrine for your writing (this is not woo-woo) so that you’ve acknowledged its pride of place in your life. It’s more important than most of the things that claim your (my) time. The time allotted for the writing session is not negotiable. It’s more important for us to write than it is to get the tires rotated or to sweep the floor. Pretty much everyone who’s decided to make a creative enterprise part of his or her life has had to learn to get things done around that creative time, not instead of it.

Rachel, thanks for mentioning the Writers Resources section. I got an e-mail today from a woman who’s been using the material in that section of the site for about 18 months to finish her first novel. About three months ago she wrote to say that it was actually done, and today she sent a note that her agent has the manuscript in an auction situation with two major publishers. That makes me as happy as anything that’s happened this month.

Anyway, thanks to all who have contributed, and thanks to Sandra for lighting the fire.

18. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 6:03 am 

Dana, if you didn’t see it on my blog the other day, you HAVE to check this out: http://tiny.cc/4v5EA Read the product description. Based on your comment, I guess this isn’t your kind of writing experience. [image: image32.png]


 

Rachel and Martha, thanks for the comments.

You know, I think it would be easier if we could break down the creative process into more precise actions – easier, at least, to talk about it. The creative process of writing a book is a solitary pursuit in many respects, and everyone has such a unique approach that it often feels like we’re adrift at sea, all alone, and we start looking for a lifeline. One of the ways we can embrace the process but still have that lifeline is through blogs like this, venues where we can talk process. 

Honestly, this blog was like a self lecture because I’ve been banging my head against the wall with the new book, and for the first time ever with this series, completely rewrote the ending. It really (sadly) doesn’t get easier.

Usman, yes, you’re right – newer authors will find a big word count to be an obstacle to publication. We have to try not to get wrapped up with that though, and just include what we need to tell the story. If so, we’ll still sell, because the book will read tight.

I do have a blog, but I’m a bit sporadic there these days. My own blog is: http://www.mysterybookspot.com/sandra/
19. Larissa Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 7:21 am 

For fear of being woo woo…(I use that term too) I think my writing/creativity shrine was trying to tell me something. My boss called me 8 minutes before I was supposed to be at work and told me to have the day off ’cause she didn’t need me. This puts me into a panic about the practical things like…well…rent. But! (but?) the whole 8 minute drive this morning I kept thinking how I needed a day to be home to work on a few pressing creative and artistic things that I’ve got to be getting ready for so perhaps this is my moment. Everyone cross your fingers I don’t blow it. (c:

20. Thomas Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 10:27 am 

One comment and one question:

“Word by word” is an ugly truth, but a truth nonetheless. Magical thinking is a powerful force indeed because it places the responsibility for change on someone else. Someone else will write my book for me. Someone else will loose weight for me. Perhaps it’s human nature to seek shortcuts, to make everything faster, easier, and with less effort. There sure is a huge market for it. It reminds me of a scene in the movie There’s Something About Mary, when Ben Stiller’s character picks up a hitchhiker, who pitches his idea for a 7-Minute Abs video to beat all the 8-Minute Abs videos out there. The conversation goes back and forth but concludes that 8 minutes is too long, 7 minutes is perfect, but 6 minutes, well, that’s just a ridiculous idea. “Word by word” might as well be translated into “Realize you have to do it yourself!”

Ms. Ruttan, now to my question: You say you don’t outline and that you fly by the seat of your pants. Tim has said he’s the same way, as are many other writers. However, as you know, there are those who outline in excess, almost down to the comma, so that they won’t have to rely on that creative flow being there on every single page. They already have a road map and spend their time filling in the holes. I know that’s a simplified way of describing the difference, but I take liberties here. Bottom line, there are some very successful people in both camps so both methods apparently have merit. 

You say you start with an idea and “the story flows from there.” Does your creative flow ever come to a halt? If so, what do you do? Two Aspirin and call me in the morning?

Thomas

21. Thomas Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 10:42 am 

By the way, does anyone out there – Ms. Ruttan, Tim, anyone – have any suggestions for a GOOD online creative writing course (not one led by the guy who had one short story published in Reader’s Digest in 1972 and now feels he has something to teach the world)? I’m not entirely sure it’s a good idea but, at the same time, I am intrigued by the idea of having someone other than my desk drawer give me feedback. How’s that for a magic pill?

Does anyone have any experience with these classes? Worth the trouble or a waste of time?

Thomas

22. usman Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 7:51 pm 

Sandra,
Another question for you, How clean is your first draft? Or is it all done in the rewrite.
This is also for Tim.
Thanks

23. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 13th, 2009 at 8:25 pm 

I just want to say that anyone who doesn’t follow the link Sandra suggested to Dana is missing the funniest thing I’ve read on the Internet in months — but you have to scroll on down and read the reviews. And keep reading them. One of the unique things about the Net is that it can bring together totally improvised creative communities like the people who wrote critiques of the book, which then dissolve into air, into thin air, and leave not a wrack behind. (That’s Shakespeare’s THE TEMPEST, which will be woven through the fourth Poke book and which I’ve read five times in five days.)

This group, assembled in response to Sandra’s post, is another good example.

Thomas, I don’t know of any good online writing courses, sorry. Doesn’t mean there isn’t one, but I don’t know of one. 

Usman, I don’t really produce first drafts because I begin every day’s work by going back three or four day’s worth of writing and revising the hell out of it. So by the time I write the final 2000 words or so, it’s the only actual first-draft material in the book. Everything else has been revised several times. Then I go back and weed out all the promising subplots that went nowhere and plant beginnings for the subplots that presented themselves as a surprise halfway through the book. Then I put the whole thing away for about six weeks to wait for the really, really bad writing to get so rancid that I can’t miss it. And usually at that point, I cut one-third to half of the jokes and weed out about ten percent of the length (overwriting, anyone?) and then read it out loud to my wife, which reveals all SORTS of problems. I fix those, close my eyes, gulp, and send it off.

I’ve wondered about Sandra’s first drafts myself.

24. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 14th, 2009 at 6:18 am 

Larissa, sometimes, things just work out the way we need them too. Hope the day went well.

Usman, my answer fits in with my answer to Thomas.

Do I ever get stuck without the creative juices flowing? Yes. However, there are a few things I can identify that have helped me with that issue.

1. My usual routine is to start off re-reading what I wrote the previous day, catching any typos, tweaking, making sure everything makes sense. It’s an edit-as-you-go philosophy. I do tend to write clean, and part of that has to do with a background in journalism. 

Re-reading and self-editing can be torturous, though, and by the time I’ve moved through that phase I’m usually anxious to start writing. If I loved editing this approach might not work as well for me, but it helps motivate me to get back to creating rather than keep correcting.

2. The background in journalism. One of the things that takes out of you is any reliance on inspiration, because when you have editors breathing down your neck you can’t say, “I’m just waiting for the first line to come to me.” You’ll get your backside kicked. Even if you start with getting the bare bones down, you can go back and put the meat on them later. There’s nothing like a nagging editor for inspiration.

3. Police procedural writers will hate me for saying this, but there is a natural backbone to a procedural. You follow the investigation. I don’t have a physical checklist, but what I ask myself is, “Logically, what would they do next?” And then I think that step through, and decide if anything useful can come from that part of the investigation. If not, I don’t write it, or I touch off on it being done but yielding nothing and move on to the next point. As I do this, things organically emerge. I’ll realize that a certain part of the investigation is a good place to divulge details about the killer/crime. Something in it will connect to one of the protagonists on an emotional level. Or I may have read something that I’ve tucked away that comes to mind, and see if there’s a way to use it in the story.

For me, I simply can’t outline. I was taught to do that in the writing course I took, but people teach that because you can’t teach people to fly by the seat of their pants. Outlining felt too forced, constricted. Once I got to know my characters, I’d realize they’d never do the things I wanted or needed them to do in the outline. That’s the other side of the equation. I follow the investigation, but I also listen to my characters. I do believe it’s okay for a character to act out of character sometimes – we all do – but it depends on the circumstances, so I ask myself, “Would she really say that? Would she do that?” 

I think I can give an example of external ideas merging with the story from THE FRAILTY OF FLESH without giving too much away. In Coquitlam, BC (where my books take place) there was a real missing persons case that had yielded no clues or solid leads. After several weeks, the family was contacted with a ransom demand. The police investigated, caught the people who’d demanded the ransom, and found out that they had nothing to do with the disappearance, but thought they could take advantage of it to make a quick buck. As far as I know, the missing persons case has never been solved.

So, when a ransom demand comes up in the story, that’s where the idea came from. However, it manifests itself differently. I keep a folder on my desktop filled with copied newspaper clippings – anything that catches my interest. Much of it collects cyberdust, but every now and again something works its way into a story.

Now, one last thing about clean copy. I maintain a consistent discipline of trying to write proper, whether it’s in e-mail or the blog (which is more relaxed, but I still try to avoid mistakes) because it helps me when I’m writing the book. Clean copy is crucial. Many agents and editors won’t keep reading if your query letter has typos. As I’ve heard them explain, if you don’t take the time to get the basics right, why should I take the time to read it? Copyediting costs a fair bit of money, and therefore, editors don’t want a lot of typos that have to be corrected. The cleaner your copy, the happier they’ll be about the fact that it won’t cost them hundreds of dollars to do final corrections.

When you re-read your work, here’s a tip. You’ll start skimming, because you know what it’s supposed to say. Change the font type and size so that your eye has to pay more attention to what’s actually on the page. It will help you catch missing words, typos, etc.

Thomas, I did take a course that I found helpful. If you want more info you can e-mail me.

25. Sandra Ruttan Says: 
March 14th, 2009 at 6:22 am 

Oh, and you’ll all hate me for saying it, but I wrote the first draft of WHAT BURNS WITHIN in about six weeks (locked in my office, costing me my marriage, I might add) and there were minimal corrections needed. 

Not since the first novel I ever finished have I done a total re-write. 

Now, I’m also working on a different project, not a police procedural, and I feel it’s a good thing I have a few books under my belt because this one doesn’t have the backbone, so I have to feel my way through the story differently. It’s a great challenge.

26. Larissa Says: 
March 15th, 2009 at 7:23 pm 

Sandra, you’re amazing. And yes, the day went well overall. (c: 

This feels like going some old speakeasy and listening to a bunch of great minds get together and bang ideas off of each other.

Thank you to everyone who has put in so much time and effort and reminded me that there are people who want others to succeed so they do things like give their time and their insight for us to take and fall back on later.

(c:


Creative Living 10: Brad Marshland

March 15th, 2009

Brad Marshland, author of The Imagicators, was born in San Francisco and entered Harvard University with the intention of studying medicine, but the class he took just after “Inorganic Chemistry” each Tuesday was “Visual and Narrative Perspective in Film.” His choice was easy. He graduated with a double major in film and Sociology, earning a summa cum laude for his thesis, a documentary film on homelessness in Boston. He also studied film and social anthropology with the International School of America’s International Honors Program, working with a number of renowned filmmakers. For the past fifteen years, Brad has sold screenplays in Hollywood, had stage plays produced on both coasts, and has written and directed everything from commercial and PR pieces to web content, museum installations and feature films. He’s also found time to write the Young Adult novels he refers to below. You can correspond with him at ww

 HYPERLINK "http://www.bradmarshland.com/"
w.bradmarshland.com. Also, www.imagicators.bradmarshland.com.

Start Anywhere

“If you can imagine it fully, completely, down to the last grain of sand, then it will become. That is the magic in imagication”

The premise of my YA fantasy “The Imagicators” and its sequel “The Imagicators and the Wind between the Worlds” is that magic is not about wands and spells, but the applied power of one’s innate imagination. In fact, the whole world where the books take place was itself imagicated eighty years ago by a girl from our world, a girl who was so bored, so alone, that she had nothing better to do than imagine an entire world in such detail that it became real. 

Essentially, that’s what every writer does: we weave words into worlds.

When I do workshops and assembly programs on writing and imagination in elementary and middle schools, I often ask the kids, “Who here believes in imagication – the power of imagination to make something real?” A few hands go up. “Who here has a cousin?” All the hands go up. “Who here can picture your cousin?” About half the hands tentatively go back down. “Now who here can picture Harry Potter?” All the hands shoot back up. “So who’s more real – Harry Potter or your cousin?” “Harry Potter!!” they shout, laughing. 

I rest my case. Imagication is real. Or at least as real as your cousin.

The kids I teach in these programs – even first-graders – all know the basic elements of stories. They can tell you that just about every story needs a character, a setting, time, place, a plot, a beginning, middle, end… But it’s the beginning that trips most of them up.

In school, we were all taught about outlining. Too much about outlining. Beginning middle, end. I, II, III… A. B. C…. i) ii) iii)… 1.0. 1.1, 1.2…. Different forms, all linear. Incredibly useful – and incredibly stifling, especially when Ms. Stricknin says, “Okay, class, we’ve talked about stories, now you write one.” Just so she can finally have a bit of time to grade last week’s grammar quizzes. Starting at the beginning doesn’t help if you don’t know what the beginning is.

When I’m first coming up with a story, I usually don’t know 1.0. I know 5.3.7, but what if what I thought was 5.3.7 it turns out to be 4.1? And what if what I thought was 4.1 turns out to be 9.5.2? Sure, I could shuffle things around, but Ms. Stricknin says I have to start with 1.A.! I’m screwed. I can’t wait for the bell to ring – if only so I can have an excuse to stop trying.

The beauty of writing is that you can start anywhere. And I’m not just talking about the story outline. I’m talking about all those other elements that every first-grader knows. As a recovering screenwriter, I occasionally work as a script doctor for others. One client is a Hollywood actor you’ve seen in a lot of big movies and TV shows. When he starts a writing project – wouldn’t you know it – he starts with the character. Another client is a director. When he writes, he always starts with the look and feel he wants to convey – long before he knows what story he wants to tell, let alone the beginning of that story. 

I myself am a story guy. My work, whether screenplay or novel, tends to be tightly structured, and I usually come up with the theme and a couple of plot points before I know a thing about the main characters or setting, so my tirade against outlining may seem ironic or even hypocritical, but the point is, even when developing plot, I rarely start at the beginning. Initially, my “outlines” look more like webs, connecting setting to theme, plot point to subplot point. Only after I know the story and the story world from a dozen different angles do I put it in a linear order. First, I must be free from the dictates of my middle school English teachers; I must be free to start wherever my imagination takes me.

	[image: image33]
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7 Responses to “Creative Living 10: Brad Marshland”

1. fairyhedgehog Says: 
March 16th, 2009 at 7:50 am 

This is a really helpful piece of advice! I wondered where ‘real authors’ begin with their writing and it’s useful to see that it can be anywhere.

Very inspiring, thank you!

2. Dana King Says: 
March 16th, 2009 at 8:17 am 

I like the web idea. Stumbled onto it for the WIP, and feel much better seeing some validation here. It occurred to me tat, no matter how nice it is to arrange the story chronologically, other characters are taking actions off-stage that will affect what I am to show. I can’t incorporate thoseproperly if I don’t know the relationships. A web, similar to what I’ve heard described as a thought diagram, serves that purpose very well.

Excellent and thought provoking post. Thank you.

3. Sylvia Says: 
March 18th, 2009 at 6:40 am 

Starting at the beginning doesn’t help if you don’t know what the beginning is. 

I suppose to a great extent this is the same issue of giving ourselves permissions to write bad drafts because how else do we find out where the story is.

I love the different starting perspective from the actor, the director and the author – and your Harry Potter story made me laugh aloud!

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 18th, 2009 at 8:10 pm 

This raises a very interesting point for me personally, since I never know where my story should start.

My books begin conceptually with a really basic idea — usually a situation and an interesting character other than my continuing cast — and I almost arbitrarily pick a moment with total confidence that it’s the right starting point. The moments I pick have to satisfy certain criteria: there’s a strong visual component, there’s action underway if not immediately, then within a few pages, and the sequence has to show us some aspect of an important story thread.

NAIL begins with the digging up of a safe buried behind a house beside the river, with LOTS of visual description of the world by moonlight and Bangkok gleaming across the water. FOURTH WATCHER starts with Poke on a crowded Bangkok street, realizing he’s being tailed. BREATHING WATER starts with a teenage girl who’s come to Bangkok to beg trying to see the gangster whose office she’s been dragged into — trying to see him against the glare of reflective windows in the skyscraper across the street, which are dazzlingly full of the image of the setting sun. It’s literally so bright behind the gangster that she can’t see his face until he lights a cigarette.

Of course, none of these is the original starting point — they’re the third or fourth or fifth I came up with. But I think it’s important emotionally to plunge into the story as you would a cold swimming pool rather than spending hours dipping a toe in and worrying about how it’s going to feel.

5. Thomas Says: 
March 20th, 2009 at 5:47 am 

Tim,

I think it’s an important point you bring up in the last paragraph of your comment above. That is, to “emotionally plunge into the story”. This is at the heart of what several of your previous guest bloggers have said as well. However, I can imagine that this is an area where many professionals come to a halt, along with the amateurs, who spend not hours, but days and months dipping their toes in the cold water without making that emotional connection. 

One method to get around this, that I know some use, is to write scenes out of sequence; to write them as they come to you or to focus on whatever you feel like writing that day. A risk is that a writing project can easily turn into a list of chores, not unlike a list of chores around the house, where some tasks are easily done and others less pleasant and therefore put off for a rainy day, which means they may never take place at all. 

My question to Tim: Once you make that emotional connection with your story and get started, do you have to follow the story through, from A to B to C, etc, or can you allow yourself to skip around and write parts out of sequence, while still maintaining that connection with your characters and your story? One thing I take away from Brad’s post is that he uses what seems to be like a mind map, or a “web”, with branches that each holds a part of the story. If I understood that correctly, this seems to be a good way to visualize the whole story. I used mind mapping a lot back in college but haven’t really thought about using it for these purposes. I’m gonna give it a try.

Thomas

Ps. One a side note (waaay over to the side). Someone just rushed into my office, wildly gesticulating, and said in an elated tone, “You know the kid who spread feces on the wall? He is wonderful!” … Is that just a contradiction in terms or the beginning of a beautiful office short story? I need to meditate on that one. … Please forgive me for digressing but I had to share that.

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 21st, 2009 at 11:19 pm 

Hi, Thomas –

First, to clarify what I said in my first response, ANY starting point is a good one, if only because it spares the writer over-intellectualizing conceptually and forces him or her to get in and wrestle with the material on a grunt-level basis.

Secondly, I write my books about 90%in sequence. I keep a second window open in my word processor, and I use that to capture ideas for scenes, dialog exchanges, questions, notes to make changes, etc. It’s always there, open, but I try to limit my time there to about ten minutes per session so I can get back to the story.

No, I don’t map or do the web thing, although both sound interesting. The web, as I envision it, is really a schematic of potential sequences and also characters’ verious desires, options, etc. I more or less have that in my head all the time, since almost the only thing I actually think about when I write is the characters: what they want, what they’re afraid of, what they’re willing to do or capable of doing. The language is just a way to get all that onto the page. I go back and rework it later, just as I rework whatever ending I used as a launching pad into the story.

I really try to restrict my writing to the story, rather than doing a bunch of explorations and exercises that have the effect of postponing my encounter with the story itself. The two exceptions are when I’m in serious trouble, when I write about the fix I’m in, and a point I usually reach about three-fifths of the way through a book where I go back and do a retroactive outline, mostly for purposes of chronology, but also to refresh my memory on what’s already been put on the page.

7. Brad Marshland Says: 
April 14th, 2009 at 8:33 am 

One other clarification: When I say “start anywhere,” I’m not just talking about what scene to start with. The question of what scene to start with often doesn’t even arise until the story has some structure. I’m talking about giving ourselves permission not even to start with the story, but to start with some other element such as character or setting.

One exercise I often give students is to start by describing a character in complete absence of any story. THEN, I say, “What does this character want more than anything else in the world?” Then “What keeps him or her from getting it?” Then we have the kernel of a story.


Creative Living 11; Brett Battles

March 24th, 2009

Once in a while, I read someone who just grabs my imagination and won’t let it go. Brett Battles has done that to me twice, and if you like fascinating characters in a riveting story that moves at Doppler-shift speed, you should read him. Battles is the author of THE CLEANER, nominated for a Barry Award for Best Thriller, and a Shamus Award for Best First Novel. The second book in his Jonathan Quinn series, THE DECEIVED, came out in June of 2008, and the third book, SHADOW OF BETRAYAL, will be in stores July 2009. He also has a short story entitled A PERFECT GENTLEMAN that appears in the anthology KILLER YEAR edited by Lee Child. Brett lives in Los Angeles, California where he is working on the fourth Jonathan Quinn novel.

When did you first know you wanted to write? What drew you to writing?

I can’t exactly remember what drew me to writing, but I’m guessing that it was the stories I was reading. I just wanted to tell stories, too. The reason I can’t fully remember is because I first told people I was going to be a novelist when I was in fifth or six grade. So basically for as long as I can remember, I’ve planned on being a writer. (The actual execution took longer than I expected.)

What experiences, people, books, or events have had an impact on your writing?

There are dozens of people who’ve had an impact on me, including friends, family and the authors whose work I read. I probably don’t even remember half of their names. But my most important influences? My parents. They’re both readers. And for as long as I can remember, I seldom remember my dad without a book in his hand when nothing else was going on. In fact, as I’m writing this at my parent’s house for the holidays, I can see my dad sitting in his leisure chair reading the book I gave him for Christmas. I’m not sure what they did to me when I was young, but I became a voracious reader right out of the gate. And when I started to write stories in elementary school, they were my biggest supporters. They never said to me when I told them I wanted to be a writer that I should think about doing something else. Even as my adult years went by without my dream being realized, they continued to support and encourage me. And when I finally sold my first book, I think they were even happier about it than I was if that was possible.

The other huge influence on me is the late author William Relling Jr. I met Bill when I took a novel writing course at UCLA Extension. He was the teacher. After the last class he asked me to join a writing group he was forming, and subsequently became not just a teacher but also a mentor and a friend. Over the years he helped me improve my craft, taught me the ins and outs of submissions, and he helped me to improve my voice. Sadly he passed away before I had sold anything, but I don’t think he ever had any doubt that I would.

Was there a “eureka” moment when you felt equal to writing a novel? What provoked it? If there was no eureka moment, how did you get to the point where you sat down and wrote sentence one, in the expectation that it would lead to a complete novel?

No eureka moment. Just kept plugging away because I knew in my heart that writing novels was what I should do. Still, it took me awhile before I actually finished a full book. I have dozens and dozens of beginnings and middles and random scenes that never lead anywhere, but every time I sat down to write something I was always thinking that I was writing a novel. I don’t know where that idea came from for me. Writing short stories never crossed my mind. I was always interested in writing a novel. Even now, I find it very hard to write a short story. The longer form just comes more naturally to me.

Please describe your writing routine.

I’ll come at this answer in two directions. To start, the story itself. The first thing I do is come up with a basic idea for my next book that I write out in a proposal between three and five pages long. I don’t do that because I want to, but because I’m contractually obligated to do it. After I turn that in, it’s usually a few months before I actually start working on the novel. At that time, I don’t go back and reread the proposal, I just start writing. I tend to always have an opening scene in mind, then I let it go from there. Yeah, I’m not an outliner. I’m one of those writers who lets the story tell me where it wants to go. It’s not that I completely forget about the proposed plot I turned in, I do keep it in the back of my mind, but I don’t let it dictate what happens. What this means for me is that I tend to have to fix a lot of things when I rewrite. But that’s okay. I actually enjoy rewriting.

From a practical standpoint, my process is to write first thing in the mornings. I try to start no later than 9, and I usually wrap up by 1-ish. I shoot for 2000 words a day. Don’t always hit it, but there are days when I actually write more. As for location, I tend to write at coffee houses or bookstore cafes. I like to have a lot of people around me. Sometimes I’m listening to music, but often I’m not. The noise around me becomes a background drone that I only tune into when I need a distraction. I seldom can write at home when I’m doing a first draft. Too many other, more “dangerous” distractions – TV, books, Wii, a great couch to take a nap on. Oddly, when I’m doing rewrites I find working at home works better because I tend to read sections of my manuscript out loud, and for some reason this gets me a lot of funny looks at coffee shops. I’m strange that way.

Is any portion of a novel – beginning/middle/end, characters/setting/plot/dialog – more difficult for you than others? How do you deal with the times you get into trouble on a book?

Every book has been different for me. In my second book, for example, I think every part of it was difficult. It was just a struggle to get the words on the page. It’s a condition I’ve learned that hits a lot of novelists on their sophomore efforts. But my third one (which comes out next July) had few, if any, areas that bogged me down. It just flowed from one part to the next in a way I hope all my future novels will be written. I’m not holding my breath though.

I’ve heard a lot of people say the middle is the hardest part, but that’s one area I’ve had little problem with to this point. I just keep the story moving forward. If you really wanted to pin me down to one area where I have issues, I guess I’d have to say it was the endings. Those I tend to rewrite more than any other part.

If you could give one, two, or three pieces of advice to a beginning writer, what would it (or they) be?

Read. Read. Read. Read books in the same genre you, but also read books in other genres. It;s important to have a lay of the land of the area you’re focusing on, but you can gain knowledge in everything you read. Both the good books and the bad books are helpful. They will teach you how flow works (and sometimes show you when it doesn’t work!), and what dialogue sounds like when it’s done right or wrong. You’ll see how masters handle setting a scene in a way that makes you feel like you are there, and how pretenders set a scene that makes you realized the author doesn’t have a handle on his own story. Books are really our most important teachers.

Experience and observe life. These will be the things from which you will draw your characters, your situations, and even your plots. All good writers see the world around them in ways other people do not.

And finally write. Even if it sucks. Because it’s all practice. Don’t expect that the first novel you write is going to be the be-all-end-all. My first published novel was the fourth novel I wrote. The other three are what I refer to as my practice novels. I learned a TON from them, just like I continue to learn from everything I write now. I’m always trying to get better. So write – I won’t say every day, but as often as you can. And don’t lie to yourself and make excuses for not writing. The person you’re cheating is you.
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5 Responses to “Creative Living 11; Brett Battles”

1. usman Says: 
March 25th, 2009 at 4:56 am 

That was a great Q&A.
Brett, do you structure your novels in any way…three acts and so on. Or is the structure something that comes natural to you.
Secondly, do you aim for a ‘Mood’ of the novel. Voice, I guess, plays a big role in this. So does the story. What determines mood, and how do you define it?
Thanks

2. Dana King Says: 
March 25th, 2009 at 6:00 am 

I’m a regular reader of the Murderati blog, where Brett is a contributor. It’s good to see him here. Good insights, and, speaking as a pre-published author with several manuscrips “in the drawer,” it’s always encouraging to see someone successful who has some “practice novels” in their past.

Thanks Brett, and Tim.

3. Larissa Says: 
March 25th, 2009 at 6:04 pm 

Good stuff-I think what I like most about this series is that it points out exactly how human all the people who “can write” really are-they all have their quirks and their moments. When I am writing I can really relate to Brett in that he writes in a place where he’s surrounded by people. A lot of the scenes that I’ve practiced writing have been created from something I saw or heard around me. And I like to read my stuff out loud too, even if they think it’s strange. I think reading work out loud is natural because it brings us back to the roots of story telling, which were all orally told to begin with. It makes sense to see what an impact the words have on the space around us-and it can sometimes help me get my punctuation correct if I can hear how it sounds with the various options I have inserted and deleted. (c:

I like the idea that it’s all practice too-writing is the one thing that if you write a bunch of total crap and then delete you haven’t really killed any resources except for time. Which is a concept more than a resource anyway I think. If I sit down to paint and I royally hose it, I’ve blown a canvas and money and time and all that stuff. Writing, I can just delete it, claim a mulligan and start over. 

Thanks for another great, candid post. I’m stockpiling all this information somewhere in my brain. Maybe if I hear it all enough I’ll do something with it.

4. Brett Battles Says: 
March 26th, 2009 at 6:46 am 

usman…structure is a natural thing for me, it just happens. I don’t plan it. And as for mood, I sometimes start with an inkling of what I want to do, but often the tone of voice my writing takes dictates which direction I’ll go in. I guess on all fronts you could call me an instinct guy…I just go with it.

Dana and Larissa, thanks for the comments!

And, Tim, thanks again for giving me this opportunity.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
March 26th, 2009 at 9:30 pm 

Hi, everybody –

Larissa, I’m as fascinated as you are by the themes that are emerging in common among most of our creative guests. I think most professionals, by which I mean people who have made the commitment to try to live off their writing, have learned from sheer necessity that one can only write by writing, whether one wants to or not, and if that means that one occasionally writes crap, so be it. That’s what second (and third, and fourth) drafts are for. 

Dana — I also frequent Murderati, which is a great site, and I’m delighted to have siphoned off some of Brett’s energy for a guest appearance here. By the way, in case you can’t tell from the interview, he’s great to have lunch with.

And about structure, Usman: most of the writers who have contributed here discover their structure as they go along. The big exception to that, although she didn’t write about it here, is the wonderful Laura Joh Rowland, whose Sano Ichiro novels are painstakingly outlined. (I actually suspect that Laura may have a much larger outline that contains the events of the next 3-4 novels in the series. I’m reading her in order now, and she’s clearly laying track in book 1 for things that happen in books 2 and 3. I brought the first three to Asia with me, read them all, and am currently in withdrawal.

And the thanks are due to you, Brett.

We’ve only got two more of these essays shelved, and then I think we’ll take a break from it — maybe bring it back, somewhat refocused, in the future.


Coming Sunday — Paul Goldstein

April 3rd, 2009

Paul Goldstein is one of the world’s leading experts on intellectual property issues and the author of two absolutely cracking novels that explore this area, Errors and Omissions and A Patent Lie, both of which knocked me out. Writers, as the creators of intellectual property that’s increasingly likely to be stolen or bootlegged, will be especially interested in these books, although it’s hard for me to imagine anyone who wouldn’t. Goldstein, the Lillick Professor of Law at Stanford Law School, has also literally written the book(s) for intellectual property lawyers:  Copyright’s Highway: From Gutenberg to the Celestial Jukebox (Stanford University Press,Revised Edition 2003); Intellectual Property: The Tough New Realities that Could Make or Break Your Business (Penguin Portfolio 2007); the four-volume Goldstein on Copyright; and the one-volume International Copyright Principles, Law and Practice.  And he finds the time to write first-rate thrillers. 
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3 Responses to “Coming Sunday — Paul Goldstein”

1. Larissa Says: 
April 4th, 2009 at 9:38 am 

I’m really excited to see what he’s got to say about the creative process-I’d imagine his is a bit of a different view-

Good stuff.

I’ll be back on Sunday to take a peek.

2. Dana King Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 9:36 am 

Excellent choice. I was lucky enough to review ERRORS AND OMISSIONS and liked it a lot. I’m interested to hear what Paul has to contribute to this discussion.

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 7:52 pm 

As you guys can see, Paul’s piece is up now. I really should have added to my intro that he’s one of the nicest men you’ll ever met. It’s always a pleasure to learn that a writer you admire is also an admirable human being.


I’ve Been Used!

April 4th, 2009

And I couldn’t be happier about it.

Got an e-mail a couple of days ago from a writer whom I will not name at this point, but who first wrote me more than a year ago to say she was using the WRITER’S RESOURCES material on this site as she struggled with her first novel.  We corresponded back and forth sporadically and I offered advice whenever I could think of any, and a few months back she wrote to tell me she’d finished.

Well, her novel has just been sold to Random House, and there are deals in a bunch of other countries.  This makes me incredibly happy.

I’m not naming her because she’s promised to do a guest blog at some time in the future, and I don’t want to steal her thunder.  (And Random House qualifies as thunder, especially in this market.)

I’ll let you know when the blog is coming.  In the meantime, please join me in sending mental congratulations to her — just address them to “that novelist Tim was talking about.”

	[image: image36]

	This entry was posted on Saturday, April 4th, 2009 at 8:25 pm and is filed under All Blogs. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site. 

8 Responses to “I’ve Been Used!”

1. Lisa Kenney Says: 
April 4th, 2009 at 8:52 pm 

Woohoo! It is always a joy to hear that an aspiring novelist is actually going to become a published one. Your help has been valuable to more people than you’ll ever know. Congratulations to TNTWTA!

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 4th, 2009 at 11:57 pm 

Woohoo, indeed, Lisa — it’s great news, and I personally can’t wait to read the book. I actually have total faith it’s going to be killer. And it’s cool to know that the stuff on my site actually has value to people.

3. fairyhedgehog Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 12:26 am 

That’s brilliant news. Your writers’ resources are an amazing source of inspiration and I’m glad they helped TNTWTA.

4. Jen Forbus Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 5:19 am 

Fantastic! Congratulations to both of you and I look forward to having this writer revealed. Nice work, Teach! And best, best, best wishes to TNTWTA!

5. Dana King Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 10:04 am 

Hearty congratulations to the Mystery Writer, for beating the odds like she has. Tim’s tips are great–I refer to them regularly–but anyone can read them. It takes talent and perseverance to put them into practice so successfully. 

Congrats to Tim, as well. I sense a strong teacher gene in you, and, as a former teacher myself, nothing makes a true teacher happier than a student’s success.

6. Ken H. Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 4:25 pm 

Will it ever cease to be exciting to hear that a “new” writer is getting published? Let’s hope for more similar posts in the future!

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 7:25 pm 

You guys are so generous in your enthusiasm. I never cease to be amazed at the breadth of the books that get published — it means there’s hope for all of us, practically regardless of what we write about, as long as we sit there until it’s finished and then have the courage to rip it apart and put it back again if necessary, as it usually is. 

As an example, here are my last five books: A BEAUTIFUL FALL, a riveting look at the rarefied world of Paris fashion, cocaine, AIDS, creativity, and the excess of the 70s and 80s, told in terms of the rivalry between Yves St. Laurent and Karl Lagerfleld; TONIGHT I SAID GOODBYE by Michael Koryta, written at the age of 21, I think, and an absolutely pitch-perfect PI novel; YOU’VE HAD YOUR TIME, an autobiography by Anthony Burgess in which he recalls, among many other things, the diagnosis of a brain tumor with only a year to live that forced him to sit down and crank out his first five (!) novels, including the amazing Malaya Trilogy published here as THE LONG DAY WANES, SHADOW COUNTRY by Peter Matthiessen, a modern classic on the grand scale in which he reworks his three earlier novels, KILLING MR WATSON, LOST MAN’S RIVER, and BONE BY BONE (if I could read only one piece of American fiction this year, this would be it); and AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A GEISHA, a heartbreaking and completely inspiring memoir by a real-life geisha who was sold into service at the age of four and who made it somehow through the post-war years in Japan.

These books have virtually nothing in common except quality. (I’m on a streak of good ones.) And nothing would make me happier than to learn that other people have used this site to finish — and even sell — their books. But what matters is finishing, because even if you don’t sell your book, you’ve learned how to do it and you’re only going to get better in the future.

8. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
April 5th, 2009 at 8:52 pm 

Congratulations to TNTWTA!!!! Can’t wait to read more about your successes!

And Tim, it’s you who have generously shared your knowledge and given us all continued encouragement and inspiration! I will never be able to thank you enough for what you’ve given.

And regarding finishing vs. selling and what matters…A year ago (or maybe 18 months), I would have argued the point with you. Selling is MUCH better than finishing. Then I realized what an accomplishment finishing would be and how sweet it would feel Now, I am just estatically happy to spend a day writing and enjoying the process. And for that, I can’t begin to thank you.

So, I’ll just have to be content to dedicate my morning coffee to you, every morning.

And if I ever do finish (I mean…WHEN I finish), I’ll look forward to thanking you in my acknowledgements page!


Creative Living 12 — Paul Goldstein

April 5th, 2009

Paul Goldstein is one of the world’s leading experts on intellectual property issues and the author of two absolutely cracking novels that explore this area, Errors and Omissions and A Patent Lie, both of which knocked me out. Writers, as the creators of intellectual property that’s increasingly likely to be stolen or bootlegged, will be especially interested in these books, although it’s hard for me to imagine anyone who wouldn’t. Goldstein, the Lillick Professor of Law at Stanford Law School, has also literally written the book(s) for intellectual property lawyers: Copyright’s Highway: From Gutenberg to the Celestial Jukebox (Stanford University Press, Revised Edition 2003); Intellectual Property: The Tough New Realities that Could Make or Break Your Business (Penguin Portfolio 2007); the four-volume Goldstein on Copyright; and the one-volume International Copyright: Principles, Law and Practice. And he finds time to write first-rate thrillers. Goldstein can be reached at www.paulgoldstein.net
Creativity in my daily life divides over three pursuits: writing fiction, teaching law, and practicing law at a large international law firm. Like Christopher West, an early contributor to Tim’s Creative Living blog, I believe that every corner of life and work offers the opportunity to be creative, to transcend traditional ways of getting things done. Coming up with a new and engaging presentation of time-worn legal doctrines for a class of law students, or devising an elegant – and inexpensive – solution to a client’s legal problem, involves creative energy no less than plotting and pacing a narrative or developing fictional characters and the relationships between them. (One similarity is the inner glow that accompanies success in any creative effort; one difference is that, for me at least, fiction requires more sustained creative effort.)

My writing, teaching and law practice all center on intellectual property law, and one of the great payoffs of this overlap comes when one pursuit feeds another. The core idea for my first novel, Errors and Omissions, occurred to me while I was working on a copyright case, helping MGM/UA defend its hugely profitable James Bond franchise against (alleged) pillage at the hands of Sony Pictures. The lawsuit already had all the drama of a bet-the-company case, but I found that I could deepen the human story by introducing elements of plot and character drawn from the old Hollywood blacklist era that I sometimes refer to in my Copyright class.

Boundaries, self-imposed or not, can sharpen creativity’s challenge. Getting the legal rules right is obviously important to both my teaching and my lawyering, but I treat authenticity as a boundary in my novels as well. I won’t make a trial any easier for series hero Michael Seeley by letting him introduce inadmissible evidence, or demand – and receive – information that no witness is obliged to provide; to do so would not be authentic. The creative challenge is how to get that inadmissible evidence in, how to produce that plot-turning information, without having Seeley or the judge do things that no lawyer or judge would plausibly do. Forty years’ experience working with some very smart – and creative – lawyers helps the effort immeasurably.

Navigating between three areas of creative work does call for flexibility. Although I prefer to write first thing in the morning, an early class or a 6:30 a.m. conference call from the East Coast will sometimes make that impossible. But, whatever else is happening in my work life, I do have a commitment to myself to write fiction at least four hours a day, seven days a week, and I have strayed from that commitment only rarely – and usually for reasons having to do with the writing itself, rather than the demands of other work. (See below for what I do when that happens. ) Also, work schedules sometimes limit my choice of where to write. Although I prefer to work in my study at home, a good deal of writing gets done in quiet corners of airport lounges, on airplanes and in hotel rooms. I have tried (but sadly failed!) to write during faculty meetings.

The one – for me, crucial – writing activity that recognizes bounds of neither time nor place is note-taking. On walks, over meals, at any hour, day or night (and, yes, in faculty meetings, too) I scribble notes as ideas occur to me, not only for the novel on which I am presently working, but for the next one or two as well. There is no greater comfort at the start of a new book than a file folder filled with notes.

Sometimes, when a narrative gets stuck or characters stop talking to each other, I find it helpful to put the novel aside for two or three days and to devote those precious four or more extra hours each day to work on one of my two legal treatises or to my hobby, photography. Each activity makes its own contributions: treatise-writing occupies my mind with a way of thinking that differs from fiction, while at the same time keeping my writing muscles limber; and there’s nothing like the quiet and peace of the photographic darkroom, and its focus on a photograph’s visual narrative, to unblock a verbal narrative. In either case, I find that these short vacations invariably refresh my fiction.

And then there is a discipline that never fails to get a scene or chapter back on track. I learned it not from a book on writing, but from a primer on photography published many years ago by Kodak. The first chapter, titled something like “How to Take a Picture,” instructs the photographer always to ask three questions before snapping the shutter: What do I want this picture to say? What elements do I need to include (and exclude) in order for the picture to make that statement? And, how should I arrange these elements within the frame to make that statement most effectively? True to the premise that creativity has common features across a wide range of pursuits, I can say that these three questions work at least as well for fiction as they do for photography (and, for me, work better). I don’t doubt that they also work for music, poetry and, indeed, any other area of creative activity.
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7 Responses to “Creative Living 12 — Paul Goldstein”

1. Dana King Says: 
April 6th, 2009 at 5:12 am 

Having read ERRORS AND OMISSIONS, I can vouch that Paul does not take the easy way out. He makes his characters do it right, they way they’d have to in real life, even it they have to work for it, which, if you think about it, makes for a better challenge in the story. I’m a big bleiever that the “breakout” exhortation to raise the stakes, often to hysterical levels, detracts from mosr books and movies than it helps. It’s seeing how things can be made to work in the world we all live in that keeps my interest.

I also hope some friends who “never have time to write” read this. If someone with Paul’s schedule can find four hours a day, anyone should be able to find fifteen minutes if they really want to write.

Great post.

2. Suzanna Says: 
April 9th, 2009 at 2:47 pm 

Hi, Paul

Thanks for giving us a picture of what it’s like to juggle your very full creative and professional life. It’s an inspiration to read about your keen level of attention and focus on your writing, and how beautifully your photography gives you another place to express yourself and refreshes your writing process. Bravo for stealing time for your creativity whenever and wherever it arises!

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 10th, 2009 at 12:07 am 

I’m actually in awe of Paul. I wrote six novels when I was gainfully employed, and it was the hardest thing I ever did. But Paul is juggling three lives, and it’s evident from his novels/titles/practice that he’s doing extraordinary work in each.

I very much like the idea that “Boundaries, self-imposed or not, can sharpen creativity’s challenge.” One of the great joys for me in writing fiction is seeing that my characters actually can find their way through a story that makes sense and has some sort of shape WITHOUT violating my sense (or theirs) of who they are. I think all responsible fiction writers set the boundary of character an a minimum deliverable — nothing makes me throw a book across a room more quickly or with greater force than a key event that’s possible only because someone behaves completely out of character.

And I’m also hearing, once again, that writing is — or should be — a daily activity. So I’m with Dana: after reading this, it’s harder to accept the excuses of people who “don’t have time” to write or “can’t stick to a schedule.” My guess is that there are other issues at work in every case, and that the primary one is fear of failure. 

Which we all face, every single day.

Anyway, I want to thank Paul for this piece, which I think is thoughtful in the extreme, and also to recommend both of his novels.

4. Dana King Says: 
April 10th, 2009 at 9:05 am 

I think that many of the people who “can’t find time to write” are more enamored of the idea of being a writer than they are of actually writing anything. Not everyone, of course; illness and job troubles can set anyone back. The vast majority, though.

I belong to a writers group that self-publishes an annual anthology, to give its members an outlet. After the first few, it became like pulling teeth to get members to contribute, even though no one wanted the book to be put to bed until they got their story an. They just kept putting it off, even though they were virtually guaranteed to be accepted. (I htink we turned down something like three stories out of close to one hundred over the years.) They all oved the idea of seeing their name in the book and signing copies for friends and relatives, but sitting down and actually writing the story was too much for them.

5. Thomas Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 6:00 am 

I’m a bit late in the game but I felt I had to comment on Paul’s post. What really hits me in your post is a joy for both your legal work and your fiction writing. I think passion is a critical ingredient in any creative pursuit. Take Einstein. He wasn’t so much more intelligent than other people in his field. He was a genius by any standard but what set him apart from many of his colleagues was not his passion for his work, but his joy; that almost childlike enthusiasm that made him forget about meals and made him wear the same old sweater every day of the year. Nothing else mattered much and he smiled while working.

I think passion is critical, but it’s not everything. When I look around me I see that passion comes in at least two varieties, one with joy and one without. 

There is the kind you can sometimes see in 20-year-old self-proclaimed poets, wearing John Lennon glasses, dressing in black, never revealing their humanity by smiling in photographs, talking about how their angst-laden writing is like giving birth, insisting they have something vital to say in that way all children do, exuding passion, but no joy. These people will never accomplish anything of value to anyone else unless they realize that the concoction of youth and hubris is the autobahn to failure. They will disappear into oblivion, not leaving much of a mark behind, never having said anything.

The other kind is the one where passion and joy go hand in hand. Paul is clearly a brainy guy, but it’s more than that. When I look at his website (which you should do if you want to feel humble for a moment) I see someone who has achieved a lot within a field many would consider dry, but who has written volumes on the subject for many years and then, far into the journey, decides to direct some of that passion towards fiction. You can’t do that sort of thing without passion AND joy. 

Paul, how inspiring! Time, schlime. Who cares about time? I don’t think time really has anything to do with it. Like Tim and many others have said, it’s more likely a matter of fear. Fear of failure, embarrassment of showing something private, you name it. I want to add passion and joy to the mix. One example: My neighbor, who has a husband, kids, house, and a demanding career to fill her days, still gets up at five a.m. six days a week and goes to the gym. Why? She wants to look a certain way, sure, but it’s also because she is passionate about her health and she genuinely enjoys hearing her heartbeat. Another example: A friend has a wife, kids, house, and a demanding career to fill his days, but he stays up late evenings and sometimes half nights, organizing and re-organizing his vast stamp collection. Not my cup of tea, but this guy is passionate about it and the smile on his face as he pours over his stamps is both mysterious and contagious. These people find time because of their passion and joy. Paul is just another great example of what I’m talking about.

Paul, in case you read this, I’m not kissing up here; just observing. [image: image38.png]


 

Thanks for a great post,
Thomas

6. Sylvia Says: 
April 30th, 2009 at 5:24 am 

This is really timely for me because at the moment, I am really feeling like I can not fit everything in and I’m at a loss as to how to deal with it. I think to a great extent the issue is that I’m working on really-big-things (as in long-term time-consuming, not in terms of popularity) and I’m not used to it.

I’ve been doing a major rewrite of a novel which is scary and exhilerating and necessary – I honestly do believe that I am working towards something good – but it has taken four months so far and it will be at least another month, maybe two, before this draft will be complete. And after that, I want to do one more read-through and line edit which I guess will take another month. And even THEN it’s not done because I’ll have to work out a query for it. :/

The thing is, this is using up all of my free time and creative energy and I can’t see an end in sight. I want to be working on a non-fiction project (flying a small plane to each of the British isles with a runway) and writing a pitch and seeing if there’s enough interest to push ahead (I’ve done 6 islands but there are 38 in total so it’s a big hit both in terms of time and finance!). It’s a very exciting project but to move forward at all will have to wait until the novel is done (or else I’ll never finish it) which is months away *wail*

And on top of that, I’ve received nothing but rejections for my short stories in 2009. I know exactly why this is: I’ve written nothing new and all the “no-brainers” have been picked up, so the only stories I have on submission now are the stories which are hard to sell (or even not saleable at all). So I really want to spend a month working on short stories to see if I can come up with anything exciting – even if only for the ego rush of being able to show it off as new and shiny – but any time I spend doing that will slow down the novel which is supposed to have top priority now.

ARGH!

Sorry, I didn’t mean that to devolve into a rant. I know I have to just keep slogging ahead and working at it. But if you felt like writing a blog post on the doldrums of a long edit and how to avoid feeling like you’ll never finish anything, this reader sure would gobble it up. [image: image39.png]


 

7. Sylvia Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 4:04 am 

I’m better again now, honest. [image: image40.png]


 


Resurrections

April 12th, 2009

It’s Easter in Asia although it’s still Saturday where most of you are, so I get a jump start on the holiday.

I’m not conventionally religious, but the idea of resurrection has a lot of appeal.  It seems like a good day to attend to some resurrections in my own life.

1. Resurrect my wonder that I’m  married to the best person I’ve ever known, and that we get to live in paradise, in a home we love.

2. Resurrect my sense of gratitude that I’m privileged to write books and that those books find readers.  Bury once and for all the resentment I feel when writing is difficult (why shouldn’t it be?) or my books fail to zoom to the top of the New York Times best-seller list.

3.  Resurrect the knowledge, which I often forget, that a missed bullet is a blessing and that any day we live pain-free, healthy, and with a full stomach is a miracle.  Bury the ceaseless desire for more and more.

4.  Reawaken amazement at the beauty of the natural world and the goodness of most people.   Bury taking beauty and kindness for granted.

5.  Resurrect the awareness that every day should be lived as though it might be our last, and that time is better invested than spent or wasted.  Bury the illusion that I have forever to accomplish my goals.

6.  Resurrect the certainty that, if there is a God, our most worshipful act is joy.  Bury the idiotic conviction that it’s somehow attractive or hip to be bleak and/or “cool.”  Cool is just scorn with a designer label.

And keep those principles alive until, at least, next Easter.
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9 Responses to “Resurrections”

1. Lisa Kenney Says: 
April 12th, 2009 at 9:43 am 

What a lovely way to reset and approach the spring.

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
April 12th, 2009 at 8:47 pm 

Thank you for the wonderful and timely reminder to be grateful for the blessings in my life, and to let go of the garbage I drag around with me.

God bless you on this Easter Sunday.

(ps: My Mom died on Easter Sunday in 1995, so this is an emotionally-charged beautifully painful day of memories for me.)

3. Dana King Says: 
April 13th, 2009 at 12:12 pm 

Good thoughts for everyone to have every day.

I hope you are safe and the current unrest in Thailand isn’t placing you in jeopardy.

4. Sphinx Ink Says: 
April 13th, 2009 at 12:49 pm 

Thanks, Tim–an inspiring and heartwarming take on Easter and what it can mean, even to those of us who are not conventionally religious.

5. Suzanna Says: 
April 13th, 2009 at 10:23 pm 

Beautiful and thoughtful. I love your gratitude as well as your determination to let go of the things that you recognize only diminish your joy. I feel inspired to write my own list of things I’m grateful for and things I should “bury.” Thanks Tim.

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 14th, 2009 at 12:19 am 

Thanks to all of you and I hope whatever holiday you celebrated, it was joyous. Cynthia, I think it’s especially sad to lose someone on a holiday, because it just brings the anniversary of the loss into even sharper relief.

The situation in Bangkok is (so far) very localized, and it’s an absolutely enormous city. No impact in the areas I frequent — less traffic, and a somewhat muted New Year’s celebration, which is not terrible, since it usually involves getting hit with a bucketful of water every eight or ten yards on the sidewalk.

Things could change. The most terrible aspect of the whole situation is that the politicians on the warring sides are absolutely interchangeable. This is all about siphoning off billions in corruption every year, and the only real issue, all the fine slogans to the contrary, is who gets to hold the siphon. The Thai people deserve much, much better.

And, of course, this is EXACTLY what my next book is about — I just thought it would take longer to get to this stage than it did.

7. Sharai Says: 
April 16th, 2009 at 7:12 pm 

Yes! I am also working on a list like this. The grateful parts are so much easier than the letting go!

Thanks for the update on Thai politics, I have also been thinking about you being in the middle of it all, thankfully you are not. I look forward to the book where you’ll ‘explain it all’!

8. Sharai Says: 
April 16th, 2009 at 7:15 pm 

P.S. No need for moderation!!!!!!!!!!

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 12:33 am 

I don’t know, Sharai — seems to me you can use all the moderation you can get.

(For those of you who just tuned in, I’ve known Sharai since her bike had three wheels.)


No Time?

April 16th, 2009

Paul Goldstein’s great CREATIVE LIVING post (and Dana King’s response to it) got me thinking about this business of “not having time” for the things that are important to us — writing, for example.

And, as is so often the case, the universe sent me a message via special delivery, in Annie Dillard’s transcendently beautiful novel THE MAYTREES.  Here goes:

She took pains to keep outside the world’s acceleration.  An Athenian marketplace amazed Diogenes with, “How many things there are in the world of which Diogenes hath no need!”  Lou had long since cut out fashion and all radio but the Red Sox.  In the past few years she had let go her ties to people she did not like, to ironing, to dining out in the town, and to buying things not necessary and that themselves needed care.  She ignored whatever did not interest her.  With these blows she opened her days like a pinata.  A hundred freedoms fell on her.  She hitched free years to her lifespan like a kite’s tail.  Everyone envied her the time she had, not noticing that they had equal time.

Okay, it’s great writing.  But it’s also worth reading over and over again because Annie Dillard, as those who have read “Pilgrim at Tinker Creek” know, did pretty much exactly this.

In other words, it’s possible.  I spent years looking for reasons it wasn’t possible.  Wish I had those years back, now that I know how to spend them.
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9 Responses to “No Time?”

1. Merrilee Faber Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 1:04 am 

Wow. That’s inspiring and just so beautifully written. I will have to look for Dillard’s work – she hasn’t crossed my radar before. Thanks Tim!

2. Thomas Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 6:26 am 

Tim,

Your last paragraph got me thinking. I haven’t read your biography but if I get you right, I think I’m in a similar situation in the sense that I sometimes look back at my younger years and I think that maybe I could have taken better advantage of my time. But then, every time, it reminds me that almost everyone who has something interesting to say has been alive longer than I have, been to places I haven’t been to, read books and seen movies I haven’t, been through joys and tragedies and love and losses that my imagination can’t put words on. We develop a little bit every day. What I like today may have been unknown to me a year ago. What I liked a year ago may seem trivial today. I recently looked at some older writings I found in my desk drawer and it came back to me that I took immense pride in those words when I wrote them, thinking they were substantial and that they meant something. Now, when I read it, I want to put it in the shredder because it’s just plain no good. My point is this. I can do better today, in most respects, than I could when I was younger. I don’t want my twenties back because I had nothing to say back then. Maybe I still mainly produce gibberish; I probably do, but I enjoy the process of getting better and I can’t wait to see what will happen to me and my writings as I get older. Maybe some day I will actually have something meaningful to say?

I think it’s a mistake looking back at the past, saying you could have done this or that. If it took all those years to learn how to spend them, then so be it. As my favorite televangelist hypocrite, Benny Hinn, likes to say, “If you sow the seeds, you will reap the harvest.”

Thomas

3. Lisa Kenney Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 8:53 am 

I loved this particular passage and THE MAYTREES is one of my favorite novels of all time. We spend far too much time believing we have to do things that we don’t.

4. Dana King Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 11:48 am 

I have gradually but somewhat ruthlessly prioritized the things in my life that are worth doing, without realizing it until I was almost done. My job takes twelve hours a day, including getting ready, working, and transpostation. I need about eight hours of sleep; no less than seven on a consistent basis. That leaves me four to five hours each weekday for my life. I don’t have time to spend it with people I don’t like, or activities I won’t remember tomorrow. I write, read, watch an occasional movie or DVD, and a couple of sporting events a week, aside from the necessities of life like bills, yard work, etc. 

Sometimes I think back on things I used to find time to do and miss them a little, unitl I think of what I do now that I’d be willing to trade. Then I get back to it.

5. Sphinx Ink Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 12:34 pm 

I love the Dillard passage and the sentiments underlying your blog post. Right now I am trying to declutter my life, bogged down in years of accumulated items I don’t need and never use. 

I have packrat neurosis, however, and it’s tough letting go of things that “I might need someday.”

I’m working on it.

6. Rachel Brady Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 6:39 pm 

It’s all true. Some of finding more time is learning how to say “no” to external demands. For me, a larger part is learning how to saying “no” to self-induced distractions. Procrastination is the thief of time.

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 17th, 2009 at 10:51 pm 

This struck a chord, I guess. Most of us, it seems to me, live as though life is a permanent state, and there’s no exhausting it. With regard to what Thomas says, I don’t regret much — I’ve had a fascinating life, and even when I was putting my energy into making money, it was a remarkably interesting job — but I wish deeply, deeply, deeply I had let go of all that years earlier. And by “all that: I mean not just the job but also all the STUFF that I owned, which, as Dillard says, “need care.” I wish I had given myself completely to writing twenty years sooner than I did. For me, free time means time spent with my wife and time spent writing, with some reserved for reading. And that’s all I want at this point in my life, and if you don’t could hours on airplanes, it’s pretty much all I do.

But I wish I’d started earlier, even though I know changing the past is on the difficult side.

8. Pia Poulsen Says: 
April 19th, 2009 at 9:45 am 

All we have done in the past leads us to what and where we are today. Without what we did in the past, we cannot even begin to be today.

Yes, we waste a lot of time on things that does not matter and we could clear out. Procrastination is a word of the times which rings so true with many. We tend to distract ourselves with what is not truly important because that’s much easier than facing the important things which might hurt, might thrill, might lead to success. Such scary concepts and ideas, to become happy by truly doing something we like? Auch, better not. Better to procrastinate and focus on all those superficial things in our lives.

It comes down to prioritizing and realizing what we need to do in this moment now. To be able to build the base we need in order to write fully. This doesn’t mean finding excuses not to write, not at all. But after all, we need a roof over our head, we need the life experience, we need the support or stability to truly throw ourselves into the waves and dedicate our lives to writing.

I personally know it’s not the right time for me to write full time and bet my life on it. I need to make a secure income so I don’t end up starving my daughter. I need to do a few other missions first. And yes, I call them missions for they are that, just as my writing is. Perhaps, when it comes to it, the various missions I have are one and the same, one cannot be without the other. Only time can truly tell.

It’s about keeping opportunities open, keeping a positive outlook, believing in ourselves and truly sit down and discover what is important to us right here and now. What our mission in life is right at this moment.

I’ve got the drive to write, and I write. But not the novel I have in mind, barely the poems which pop up. But articles about my passion, about wellness, about massage, about anything related to those topics, politically, informatively, educational or you name it. I can’t stop it. I need to write and I combine my passion for writing with my passion for wellness and educating the world about it.

Does it all need to be novels and books we write? [image: image43.png]


 

Pia

9. Sylvia Says: 
April 27th, 2009 at 3:48 pm 

Last weekend someone told me how jealous they were of the places I’d lived. I felt guilty – really it was more selfishness than anything I was doing right.

But I guess there is a kind of selfishness required – an ability to say, no, this is not what I want to be doing. So there’s a further question of keeping it within bounds. 

And then there’s my personal fear that I’m inherently lazy. Could I spend all my writing time reading classic novels? Hmm, I don’t think so but I’m not sure I want to test that one.


The What and the How

April 19th, 2009

This is a good reading month, what with Annie Dillard’s THE MAYTREES followed by David Mitchell’s absolutely breathtaking CLOUD ATLAS.  Just wanted to share one tiny bit.

First, let me explain that the section of CLOUD ATLAS from which the short excerpt below is taken begins with someone tossing off a high balcony an unendurably snide literary critic called Sir Felix Finch.  (The tosser is a writer.)   One thing leads to a thousand others, as usually happens in this amazing novel, and the central character of this section of the book, a vanity-press publisher named Timothy Cavendish, finds himself with a mysterious manuscript that, against all his expectations, fascinates him.  This is from the book:

I concluded that the young-hack-versus-corporate-corruption thriller had potential.  (The Ghost of Sir Felix Finch whines, “But it’s been done a hundred times before!” — as of there could be anything not done a hundred thousand times between Aristophanes and Andrew Void-Webber!  As if Art is the What, not the How!)

This stopped me cold.  Of course, I knew it.   We all know it.  But I’ve never seen it put so baldly, so directly, before.  And putting it in this peevish character’s mouth just makes it even better.

To me, anyway.
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4 Responses to “The What and the How”

1. Lisa Kenney Says: 
April 20th, 2009 at 7:32 am 

I’ve heard such mixed reviews of CLOUD ATLAS that the book has never quite made it to the top of my TBR stack. You’ve never steered me wrong and any book that has grabbed you this hard — well, I’m reading this one soon.

2. Dana King Says: 
April 20th, 2009 at 10:03 am 

There are only seven? Thirteen? Eleven? Basic stories. Everyone pretty much agrees on that. The How must be everything, or we’d have become tired of that paltry handful a long time ago.

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 20th, 2009 at 11:20 pm 

Lisa — CLOUD ATLAS is probably not a completely successful book. That said, what David Mitchell is trying to do is so breathtaking in scope, and the parts that work, work so beautifully, that it’s definitely one of the best, most fascinating, and occasionally rapturously beautiful novels I’ve read in years. I’ve now bought everything and am looking forward to the next book, which it told, apparently, from nine or ten perspectives.

Dana — Absolutely right. Art is all about the How. Chandler’s detective stories are art because of how he wrote them. There are probably genres in which art isn’t possible, but I can’t think of any offhand. Who would have said in the 1950s that there would be significant rock and roll art? Comic books? Sure, why not? Can’t think of any creative enterprise right now that someone couldn’t turn into art.

4. usman Says: 
April 21st, 2009 at 8:50 pm 

I’ve always believed in the How. That is why discussions on what cannot or should not be done turn me off.


Dylan and Stravinsky

April 23rd, 2009

No, they’re not writing songs together.  Just presenting two very different creative insights that I thought you might enjoy.

First, Dylan, in a long interview on his website, is asked a question that should properly have been addressed to him in, say, 1968, since it doesn’t have much to do with his writing style since.  The question is in italics.  What impresses me is, first, that he takes the question seriously, and second, how much his answer tells us about his creative processes.

Say you wake up in a hotel room in Wichita and look out the window. A little girl is walking along the train tracks dragging a big statue of Buddha in a wooden wagon with a three-legged dog following behind. Do you reach for your guitar or your drawing pad? 

Oh wow. It would depend on a lot of things. The environment mostly; like what kind of day is it. Is it a cloudless blue-gray sky or does it look like rain? A little girl dragging a wagon with a statue in it? I’d probably put that in last. The three-legged dog – what type? A spaniel, a bulldog, a retriever? That would make a difference. I’d have to think about that. Depends what angle I’m seeing it all from. Second floor, third floor, eighth floor. I don’t know. Maybe I’d want to go down there. The train tracks too. I’d have to find a way to connect it all up. I guess I would be thinking about if this was an omen or a harbinger of something. 

What I love about this answer is that, first, he goes straight to details; this picture, outlandish though it may be, has to be anchored in convincing detail.  Of course, it makes a difference what kind of three-legged dog it is.  Second, the order in which he handles the elements: he’d put the little girl with the wagon in last, after establishing the environment.  Then — what angle is he seeing it from?  What a great question.  And finally, how to “connect it all up” — the train tracks too.  Maybe the whole thing is an omen.

This is a great writing answer, I think.

And Stravinsky — regarding the relationship between gruntwork and inspiration:

Just as appetite comes by eating, so work brings inspiration, if inspiration is not discernible at the beginning. 

Work brings inspiration, if inspiration is not discernible at the beginning.  Find me a better argument against skipping a writing session.  “Oh, I’m not inspired/”  Spare me.  As Anthony Trollope said, “If our bootmakers waited for inspiration, we would all be barefoot.”
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5 Responses to “Dylan and Stravinsky”

1. Dana King Says: 
April 23rd, 2009 at 7:52 am 

I’m an admirer of Stravinsky, not so much of Dylan, but these are both great answers. I’m impressed with how Dylan immediately looks for details he can use.

Stravinsky’s inspiration comment reminds me of a favorite quote from Stephen King, responding to writers who say they can only work when the Muse strikes them: “It’s a lot easier for the Muse to strike you if she knows where to look.” To me, ass in chair, writing, would probably be the first place she’d look.

2. Thomas Says: 
April 23rd, 2009 at 9:20 am 

Many people still have the idea that writing, at any level of proficiency, resembles a divine intervention more than a craft. This also appears to be the belief of some writers out there. The act of forcing oneself to create something out of nothing is akin to building a brick wall where there was previously nothing. Even a mason has to learn his craft and exercise self-discipline. If not, the wall will be flawed and without beauty.

The topic reminded me of the latest Michael J Fox book, “Always Looking Up”, which I am currently in the process of reading. I like the guy and find him inspiring. In the early parts of the book, Fox comments on the rather elaborate process involved in just getting out of bed in the morning and how he has a hard time recognizing himself in that full body mirror out in the hallway. Controlling the trembling is exhausting, with or without medications. A bit later, Fox has a conversation with one of his kids, who asks him what his latest book is about. Fox bounces the question back again and the child answers, “Shaky Dad?”

That short story may not have anything to do with fiction in itself but it does shine a rather humbling light on what some people, less fortunate than others, have the will-power to overcome in order to do what they want. Tim mentioned Trollope, who wrote religiously every morning, assumedly because he felt he had to. Fox doesn’t need the money yet another bestseller will bring, but he has a message, wants to use the royalty checks for his foundation, and chooses to push himself and his “shaky Dad” body to the keyboard.

Lack of inspiration or lack of time may be for the uncommitted or independently wealthy, but although I feel the commitment and my bank account is far from independent, I have on numerous occasions been found guilty of both shortcomings. At the end of the day, the best we can hope for is to be human. The great ones were the ones that overcame the obstacles we all face.

Gotta love the Dylan quote though. I agree with Tim. Mid-60’s Dylan was a whole different kinda guy.

Thomas

3. Sphinx Ink Says: 
April 24th, 2009 at 8:45 am 

Good content. Inspiring. Both quotes are exzcellent examples of great creative minds.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
April 26th, 2009 at 12:35 am 

Hi, All –

Dana, I can’t believe you’re not a Dylan fan. You and I need a week in a car heading across the states with a good sound system and a 200-song Dylan playlist I’ll compile for us. And at least a third of that time has to be in the South.

Thomas, I think divine intervention, or at least mysterious imaginative tremors, play an essential part in writing. But writing is still 90% gruntwork. It’s just that the gruntwork brings the inspiration and the inspiration drives the gruntwork. And I admire the hell out of anyone who writes under conditions of adversity, including Michael Fox. 

Thanks, Sphinxy. By the way, I need to send you the book in which your other name appears. Will you please re-send me a physical address? I’ll get you an ARC when I get back to the States in a couple of weeks.

5. Larissa Says: 
May 21st, 2009 at 11:57 am 

Label me floored. I don’t really care that much about Dylan in general (i know i know…) but I love his anwers. I love his lyrics…just not his voice. So I guess I can’t say I don’t care about Dylan. I love that answer though. There’s so much that can be inferred from what details you chose and what you don’t chose to include-and the actual subject of an environment can sometimes be almost less important than the environnment itself.


Death Sentences

April 27th, 2009

In the early 1960s, an Englishman teaching in Brunei was diagnosed as having a cerebral condition that would kill him within a short time.  The Englishman, Anthony Burgess, immediately began to write.  He turned out several novels in rapid succession and was an established writer by the time he learned he had been misdiagnosed.  Burgess went on to become one of the most prolific and influential literary figures of the 20th century; his works included A Clockwork Orange and The Long Day Wanes, among dozens of others.

In 2002, Michael Cox, a recognized expert on Victorian ghost stories who had been dickering around with a novel for several decades, underwent surgery to relieve pressure on his optic nerve caused by a rare form of cancer.  Knowing he’d been given a reprieve from blindness, Cox nailed himself to his chair, produced 30,000 words in six weeks and sold the novel that became The Meaning of Night, a global best-seller.  Working feverishly as his sight faded again, Cox finished its equally dazzling sequel, The Glass of Time, before his death in March of this year.

Prior to his mortality-driven burst of creative energy, Cox had always wanted to write a novel but said he “Wasn’t confident that I could do it, and I couldn’t do it for 30 years. I wrote endless first chapters.”

How would your approach to your writing change if you suddenly realized your time was severely limited?  And isn’t it?

Would that loudly ticking clock get you past that first chapter?  Would it make you value your time differently?  And what keeps us from doing that beginning today?
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6 Responses to “Death Sentences”

1. Merrilee Faber Says: 
April 27th, 2009 at 3:15 am 

Hmm. Maybe I’m not meant to be a writer. Because if the clock started ticking for me, I would spend every moment with my husband and son, and give them everything I had left.

2. Thomas Says: 
April 27th, 2009 at 9:55 am 

From a 2006 interview with Michael Cox:

“I’ve learnt a lot of hard lessons. The best piece of advice is to write every day. There is no better discipline. Not to worry whether the words are good or bad but just to get them down. If they’re bad words you can always fix them: if they’re good they can stay. Regularity produces miracles. It’s a wonderful feeling to know that a novel is being created day by day.”

Familiar words indeed.

“Regularity produces miracles.” Don’t those three words just about summarize it all?

Great post, Tim!

Thomas

3. usman Says: 
May 1st, 2009 at 1:38 am 

I already feel I’ve wasted a lot of time by not writing for 18 years. Now i really want to, need to, write.

4. Sylvia Says: 
May 1st, 2009 at 11:38 am 

I am not sure what my reaction would be and it depends to a great extent how much time I had. First priority would have to be people, as Merrilee says. But 24/7 with anyone can be a bit much. I can imagine writing like crazy to get as much onto paper as I possibly could. I suspect it would be very focused on non-fiction, though.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 8:30 am 

Thanks, Thomas the Michael Cox quote is on the nose. (Great books, by the way.) And Merrilee/Sylvia, no one wants you to neglect loved ones and pets. But we all waste tons of time we could be writing, and I believe we do it on the demonstrably false assumption that we have all the time in the world, when (surprise!) we don’t. 

Maybe it’s too dramatic an example.

6. death clock Says: 
October 1st, 2010 at 7:21 pm 

death clock…

That’s good that you are making such smashing knowledge just about this good topic. And we think that should be very good if people order the thesis abstract or buy dissertation from you.:)…


Seoul Pain

May 3rd, 2009

I’m presently working on a new definition of “not fun.”  It involves leaving Bangkok at 1:15 AM and flying four hours in a plane with an internal temperature of 99 degrees to Seoul, Korea, and then discovering that the layover here in Seoul is — cue the laugh track — eight hours.  Eight hours in an airport before thirteen hours on another plane that will probably also have an internal temperature of 99 degrees.  So it’s now 8 AM Bangkok time and I’m completely sleepless, and looking at spending eight zombified hours stumbling around the same damn shops they have in every airport in the world, except a whole lot brighter because this airport is where they keep all of the world’s spare light.  All the times people leave the lights on in rooms they’re not using, all the high-rise office buildings that glow away empty all night long, all the unobserved dawns that no one is awake to see, the supernovae from distant galaxies — all that light is painstakingly collected and then released here, in Incheon Airport, Seoul.  It’s so bright here that it doesn’t help to close your eyes.

On the other hand, I’m flying business class, which means I can squint sitting down, in a very nice lounge with a sensational Wi-Fi connection and an extensive line in potato salad.  There are three or four kinds of potato salad available at 9 AM.  Or, if potato salad isn’t your idea of an early morning snack, there’s some very nice macaroni salad.  And you can really see these salads, what with all the light.  You might not want to eat them, but you can sure as hell see them.

I have a feeling this is a trial that’s been set for me, one of those opportunities the world sometimes gives you to earn a merit badge.  My only memory of being a Cub Scout was earning three merit badges before hitting the wall on Badge Number Four, which required me to climb a rope.  I tried to hire another kid to climb the rope for me and was told that I was not demonstrating the sturdy moral fiber required of a Cub Scout.  I was led to the gate of the fort and the merit badges were ripped from my shirt and then I was pushed outside to wander the alone through the Badlands.  I had many adventures, too many to recount here, and survived all of them without ever once having to climb a rope.

But would I climb a rope if it would take me home in, say, twenty minutes?  I’d climb the rope to the biggest bell in Notre Dame, knowing I’d have to fight my way past Quasimodo, to be out of Incheon Airport and back in Santa Monica.  Lead me to the hemp.  Please.
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14 Responses to “Seoul Pain”

1. David Jenkins Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 6:57 pm 

Gee, let’s look at the bright side of things (pun intended). All that light means that nothing strange will grow on you. You’ve been irradiated!

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 7:24 pm 

Yes, but my pupils have shrunk to a single micron wide and I’ve learned that all potato salads are, in the end, potato salad. By the way, does anyone ever actually eat pimento?

3. Suzanna Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 8:01 pm 

What is pimento? There isn’t a vegetable called pimento. 

In any case pimento sounds like the least of your worries. I suppose next time you know you’re going to be routed through the Incheon Airport you’ll be ready for the flood of light armed with a dark pair of sunglasses or an eyemask.

Welcome home Tim!

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 8:26 pm 

How dare you doubt me? Pimento is that red crap in the middle of a green olive and it’s also sold by the jar. I think it’s actually strips of red bell pepper that’s been insulted repeatedly, exposed to countless hours of NIGHT RIDER reruns, and then brined. Just to make it even less probable, I think it’s sometimes spelled “pimiento.” And it’s in TWO OF THESE POTATO SALADS and I think people cook with it mainly to improve the eye/hand coordination of their guests because eating around it can be tricky if it’s chopped finely.

Don’t contradict me when I’m sleepless and have an eight-hour layover. It brings out the worst in me. (But I love you, Soozi.)

5. Lisa Kenney Says: 
May 3rd, 2009 at 9:49 pm 

You poor guy! That’s all I can think to say. Oh, and I hope you’re home by the time you read this.

Also, the captcha phrase I got was: Interment audibles. Hmm.

6. Dana King Says: 
May 4th, 2009 at 6:27 am 

“except a whole lot brighter because this airport is where they keep all of the world’s spare light.”

This kind of throw-away phrase represents the Easter eggs that make your writing so much fun to read without ruining the seriousness of the story. Clever, unexpected without having to reach. I’m glad to see you’re maintaining your standards under these trying circumstances. A lesser man would have Seoul-ed out.

7. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 4th, 2009 at 9:59 am 

As Team Hallinan’s self-designated vegetarian, I speak to the pimento issue. And please understand that I’m breaking all the rules of our secret vegetarian society by letting you in on this…pimento is NOT a vegetable. 

It’s actually….lint. And I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to eat lint. There’s no protein in it, no soluable fiber. That leaves fat and carbs, and those are illegal in most states nowadays.

8. Laren Bright Says: 
May 4th, 2009 at 3:19 pm 

I keep telling you to take the train, but do you listen? As for pimentos, they are not lint. They are sunburned sea escargots with their skeletons removed. No really, just check Wikipedia.

9. Sylvia Says: 
May 5th, 2009 at 11:33 am 

I have only just realised that the aceitunas con pimiento I get here in Spain are the forerunner to the olives with pimento in the US! This has never actually struck me before! 

Probably because here it’s a real piece of red pepper and not red gungy stuff.

I hope you survive the potato salad onslaught. Stay away from the pimento until you are on my side of the world. [image: image48.png]


 

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 5th, 2009 at 4:20 pm 

I must say that I’m moved by all the expressions of sympathy and somewhat less moved by the fact that pimento seems to be more interesting than my plight.

At least Sylvia demonstrates a familiarity with that little red loser, the pimento. Lint indeed. Sunburned escargots my left ear (but not with the diamond stud in it). 

Lisa and Dana — your sympathy and appreciation for my writing have won each of you a large jar of pimento with a use-by date of January 23, 2027. And if you don’t want to eat it, you could paste it all over your face next halloween.

Just got a perfectly wretched review on BREATHING WATER from an absolute twit on the staff of the Phnom Penh Post. I’d probably be upset if I didn’t know enough to consider the source, which in this case is a putatively male larva who looks like Tintin, writes like Jimmy Olson, and who, despite holding a job on a newspaper, can’t read and interpret a relatively simple writing seminar handout. 

See? I’m not upset at all. Thank God the early reviews here are so good.

And Lisa — my Captcha for this message is 20 1/8 quench. What could it mean?

11. Betsy Bradley Says: 
May 6th, 2009 at 6:07 am 

Hi Tim, I just read that crappy review in the Phnom Penh Post & my first thought was “has this twit EVER written a book?” At least he ended the review kindly….and if I were you, I’d say ‘piss off, I have 20 books under my belt” and forgeddaboutit.
I’m flying from Siem Reap to the US in July & the only thing I dread about traveling is….the traveling!! Omigod, I can only hope your Seoul experience is worse than what lies in wait for me. At least you got out of Phnom Penh without getting hit by lightning. Also, I can never eat pimentos again; they’re right up there with chicken FEET in Khmer food. (No offense,I like almost every other kind of Khmer food)

12. John Lindquist Says: 
May 6th, 2009 at 1:30 pm 

Hey Tim, I also read the review of Breathing Water in the Phnom Penh Post (on-line). The guy should get out more. He’s probably jealous of the fact that you’re more observant and could run rings around his journalistic or analytical capabilities. I don’t see where he’s proved any of his points.

Anyway, I would like to suggest a culinary delight that will sweeten up anyone’s day – namely, Pomegranate Meringue Pie! (Use the juice, not the seeds.)

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 6th, 2009 at 2:12 pm 

Hey, Betsy and John — I’m grateful for the support. I wouldn’t have written anything about the “review,” but I was flayed alive by jet lag and my nerves endings were exposed. Thirteen actual novelists whose work I really admire have had a very different reaction to the book — several called it “one of the best books of the year,” and Adrian McKinty termed it a “masterpiece,” and I’m going with their judgments as opposed to the twit’s. His piece isn’t even internally consistent, and if he can’t understand a one-page handout written in simple declarative sentences, it was probably a stretch for him to respond to a 130,000-word novel.

Anyway, thanks a lot. And I’ll try the pomegranate meringue, John, if only to get the sour taste out of my mouth. I think I could have figured it out about the seeds, but thanks for making sure.

14. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 7th, 2009 at 4:08 pm 

I’ve had half a dozen additional reactions to The Twit, including several from people who have read BREATHING WATER, and the consensus seems to be that The Twit isn’t worth wasting blog space on — even in a virtual space that’s infinite, as the Internet presumably is. 

So no more on The Twit. And thanks again to all of you who wrote to excoriate the teensy little twink. And anyway, it’s past time to move to the next post, which is something genuinely positive.


News So Good It Deserves a Fanfare

May 7th, 2009

I have to say that what follows is the best feedback I’ve ever had on the writing portion of this site.  Helen Simonson — whose novel, as you’ll see, has just been sold to Random House and is being translated into every language except Esperanto — wrote this at my request in the hope that it would inspire other writers to keep their fingers on the keyboard, even when the doubts turn into dread certainties.  Thanks, Helen.

I just sold my first novel to Random House and now I’m forced to contemplate with horror how close I came to not finishing it. I might have continued to hang around the MFA workshop circuit forever, living on a few small accomplishments, fishing for praise of my potential and never having to face the risk of failure that comes with completion. For five years I thought I wrote steadily – but every time I came back to the computer, the date stamp would indicate that I had missed a month or two. Two children and a home to run were a convenient excuse. My wonderful MFA program at Stony Brook Southampton (New York) allowed me to take one class at a time and provided a community I never wanted to leave.

There is a Nabokov story in which a bad writer finds out that his editors are laughing at his work, which they have published only because of his financial investment in their magazine. The crux of the story is not his disappointment, but the way he rationalizes away the shame and decides to continue investing and hoping they publish more work. This character was my personal demon and I think I felt that as long as I never finished my book, no one would know whether I was a good or bad.

Two things happened to change my direction and push me over the thin line of barbed wire and jagged glass that separated me from all my dreams. First, the economy tanked and second, I Googled ‘finish your novel’ and found Tim Hallinan.

When our family faced the same kind of economic pressures that many people are now suffering, I knew it was time to get a ‘real’ job and make a financial contribution to our family. I gave myself one last semester to finish my thesis so I could at least return to the workforce after fifteen years with a new MFA in hand. My novel had always been my thesis, but the writing was still a struggle and I faced the grim reality that I might have to cobble together a thesis from short stories and never complete the longer work. In one of the darkest of days, (a sunny, sweating hot September) when I couldn’t keep myself from surfing the net instead of confronting the page, I typed in the words ‘finish your novel’ and those marvelous Google people somehow aligned the forces of the universe so I would stumble upon the “Writers Resources” of Tim Hallinan.

Tim’s website became my book of hours, my only permitted escape from the page. During four to six hour writing sessions, when tempted to surf my email or the web, I allowed myself only the one website. I attached it to my ‘favorites’ menu and made it my only hobby, my automatic vice. I read over and over the sections on the dead scenes and the dread middle.

I found the advice on Tim’s page to have the refreshing authority of the professional writer who makes a living by the pen. The ivory tower of literary thought is all very well, but the time comes when you have to remove the damp linen handkerchief from your brow, give up communing with Tolstoy and get the bloody thing finished. I also learned from Tim that it doesn’t matter in what genre you write, the self-doubt, the crushing fear, the sudden lack of ideas – we all share these afflictions equally. Thanks to Tim’s last ditch support, I finished my novel, graduated from my MFA program and – incredible to me – I was able to get a wonderful agent, Julie Barer of barer literary, and sell my novel.

I’m not yet sure what lessons to draw from my experience. I can’t tell you that if you finish your novel it will get published – I have too many friends with solid work that has not found a home yet. I can’t tell you to keep writing whether you publish or not – if I had failed to sell this novel I would now be looking for a corporate communications job. In reality, how you write now is also how you’ll probably continue to write after you sell your first novel. Also, regular life will continue and the kids, the sick dog and the cable guy don’t care that you are now a WRITER and should be treated as a princess.

Still, I can tell you that there will be moments when a tiny glow will spread inside as you remember ‘oh I’m being published.’ You will get to hum the Mary Tyler Moore theme as you hurry to a celebratory dinner with your new editor. And yes, your agent may ask if you’re in town next week to have drinks with your French editor!

Now I’m launching into a second novel, not much has changed – and I’m grateful. I’m going to stick strictly with what worked last time. Tim has taught me what’s important. If you want to write, and believe you can write, then whether you are published yet or not, you have no business treating it as some slacker part-time hobby. It is not enough to say ‘shall I write today or shall I go to yoga?” As Tim says, “some days are like breaking rocks” but you just have to keep doing the work.

Helen Simonson is a former advertising executive who lives in Brooklyn NY with her husband, two teenage sons and pug J.J.   She has been writing for over ten years and has an MFA from Stony Brook Southampton. Helen spent five years writing her first novel, Major Pettigrew’s Last Stand, which — as you will see below — is to be published by Random house in spring 2010 and has also been sold in the UK, Australia, France, Italy and Brazil.
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13 Responses to “News So Good It Deserves a Fanfare”

1. Merrilee Faber Says: 
May 7th, 2009 at 4:31 pm 

Congratulations Helen, and also Tim – it’s lovely to see the physical effects of such a great site for writing resources.

2. Thomas Says: 
May 8th, 2009 at 8:21 am 

There are those who do and there are those who don’t. There is nothing else.

Congratulations to Helen for having the stamina, will-power, and talent to pursue her dream. As Tim points out in the writer’s resources that Helen refers to, the trick to writing a novel is finishing. All the technical details of writing don’t mean much if words don’t end up on the paper, and it takes many words to finish a novel. Helen, good for you!

If I may be so bold, I would like to direct a question to the readers of Tim’s blog cabin; all you prospective writer’s out there. Does anyone else share my problem and, if so, does anyone have any good advice for how to overcome it?

The problem is this: My attention is constantly shifting from one genre to another. Some read nothing but thrillers, or poetry, or romance, or non-fiction science. Me? I dabble in all genres and can’t find that special allegiance with anyone of them. 

While I don’t want to narrow my interests, I do want to be able to stay focused on one genre long enough to actually finish something. Too many writing-projects have been interrupted in their infancy because I wake up one day and discover that the grass indeed is greener on the other side. So what do I do?

Is the trick to not read any fiction at all while writing?

Is the trick to get on Ritalin?

Is the trick to actually do dabble in all areas until one finds one’s own voice –the clothes that fit – and then stick to that genre no matter what?

Is the trick to determine what I want to say with my story and then find the style that best fits the message (assuming there is a message)?

What do people do to stay focused on one genre of writing until the last page has been written? 

Just curious,
Thomas

3. Suzanna Says: 
May 8th, 2009 at 5:03 pm 

Helen, 

Congratulations! Getting your MFA completed and getting published are great accomplishments.

I am really happy that you found Tim’s website and made great use of his writing advice. 

Tim, 

Congratulations to you too. It must feel very gratifying to have helped Helen achieve her goals. And if I had a way of inserting some loud fanfare it would go right about here…You have gloriously defied the wiseacre who said that those who can do and those who can’t teach because obviously you’re terrific at both.

Cheers!

4. Sylvia Says: 
May 11th, 2009 at 3:50 pm 

That’s wonderful! Reading this has made my day.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 16th, 2009 at 11:02 am 

Helen’s story is very inspiring to me, which I suppose brings the interaction full-circle. I’m struggling with a new book now, having a rough time editing another one, and up to my eyebrows in trying to get everything lined up for the launch of BREATHING WATER. (Do I rour or not? Do I do 50 blogs? 100 blogs? No blogs? Do I hire a publicist? Do I lose weight? Should I consider a new career?)

All these things give me plausible reasons not to write (or edit) but instead to wait until I “feel more like it.” This is poison. And Helen’s post is helping me through it.

So thanks, Helen.

6. Helen Simonson Says: 
May 19th, 2009 at 10:13 am 

Dear Tim Watchers,

Thanks for all the congrats – and to Tim, I’m ‘butt in chair’ plowing through revisions so hence I’m checking your web site again! I have ‘lose weight’ as part of my book PR ideas as well. Why do I think it’s not happening? Why, when my son asked who ate all the cookies, did I look him right in the eye and say ‘your brother’? Thinking of all you Tim Watchers in your writing cubicles as I slog away in mine. Regards!

7. usman Says: 
May 21st, 2009 at 4:05 am 

Congratulations Helen.
And Tim as well.

8. Brynne Sissom Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 12:37 pm 

I’m writing too, and a friend showed me Tim’s site, and it does help. The humor helps.
Unfolding from the heart helps, but that means(so far, to meat least) letting your character have your feelings…that’s an autobiographical experience…

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 2:08 pm 

Brynne — welcome and all the best with the writing. I think all your characters have your feelings, both the saintly and the horrifying ones, and (for me) that makes the writing process very therapeutic. And it’s free, too. In fact, sometimes you get paid for it. 

My captcha is Sesame creepier, which is mysteriously evocative.

10. Brynne Sissom Says: 
June 11th, 2009 at 7:28 pm 

Thanks for the up beats, Tim. That I think has been part of the difficulty in getting into my story is that it keeps taking me into my heaviest emotions, where I feel weak and of course, don’t want to go. But if it doesn’t work in the writing, I don’t have to keep it. I suppose as my characters resolve the feelings, I find a way out too. I also like the way writing slows me down, and emotions and surroundings become more distinct.

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 12th, 2009 at 10:38 am 

Annie Dillard said that writing, when it’s working, is a line that begins with the hand on the page and probes inward until it pierces the heart.

Do I write dressed in dramatic clothes (a cape, maybe) and sobbing brokenly? No. Lots of writing is mechanics, by which I mean it’s primarily intellect: where are we, what does it look like, what’s her voice like, would this sentence be better if it were only half as long? Those things are important not only for the book itself (readers want to know where they are and what time it is and they want some nice words once in a while) but also for the writer to pace him/herself. You want to be able to write in blood when it’s needed, but that’s not something you do all the time. (If you do, the book might be too dense/intense for most readers to stick with.) 

It sounds to me like you’re well on your way, but remember that writing should be fun sometimes, too.

12. Heather Leach Says: 
June 24th, 2009 at 3:00 am 

Also inspired by Helen’s story – brlliant. I also googled ‘finish your novel’ and found Tim’s helpful site. Just wanted to respond to Thomas – and say that I have similar problems – find myself so interested in something a character says or does – or another idea/event that I allow them to wander off onto a new track – until there are so many tracks I’m in Borges forking path universe. Lost.
No final answers – but lots of sympathy. For me I suspect that the key is that I haven’t fully clarified exactly what the story/theme is in the first place – not enough preparation. Also that I am so afraid of not tasting all the sweets in the sweetshop, I am too greedy to choose just one.
I’m trying to get over it.
Heather

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 26th, 2009 at 3:22 pm 

Hi, Heather — So glad you enjoyed Helen’s piece. I think she’s giving me more credit than I deserve, but I’ll happily accept it. 

And about the Borges labyrinth — it’s all part of the creative process. The trick is to understand on some very simple level what your book is about — and I mean simple. For THE FOURTH WATCHER, I was writing about someone whose first family was destroyed by his father, and who creates a second family, only to have his father re-emerge and threaten the second family’s existence. As always, lots of plot lines and characters came to me in the writing of the novel, and I usually gave all of them some time just to see how they’d develop, but at some point I asked myself what they had to do with the simple issue at the heart of my book, and if the answer was “nothing,” I cut them. There’s a big counterfeiting thread that I kept because it seemed to offer a reflection of counterfeit human behavior, and then there was a huge sub-plot with a white lizard that could ostensibly carry messages to the spirit world, which I developed all the way through the book because it was the way that one character could apologize to her own father, who had recently died, and at the very last minute I razored out the whole thing. This called for some major rewrite, but it was worth it.

So my recommendation is chase everything that seems to move, but ask yourself periodically how it strengthens the book you’re trying to write. You can still taste everything, but you’ve got to be merciless in the end.

My Captcha is “tutor strong.” Honest.


LOL/Not

May 16th, 2009

Am I the only person who is sick of the mirth-free acronyms that people use online to demonstrate that they recognize humor when they see it?

A friend of mine, Shadoe Stevens, sent me a joke via e-mail and I pretended to take it seriously, so he sent it back with LOL appended to it.  I wrote back ROTFL, and he hadn’t ever seen it before.  (For those of you who are fortunate enough to be in the same club as Shadoe, it stands for “rolling on the floor laughing.”)   Well, obviously, he’d also never seen ROTFLMAO, which is short for “rolling on the floor laughing my ass off.”  So I sent him that one, too.

He responded with ROFCOBASU, “rolling on the floor coughing up blood and sobbing uncontrollably.”  I sent back ROTFIHDWFAMJBGB, which obviously stands for “rolling on the floor in hysterics dusted with flour and magarine just before getting baked.”  (I was hungry.)

Further suggestions included:

HBASWSHIWB, short for “holding back a smirk while Sean Hannity is getting waterboarded”

SFIBILEIIJBDWSF, “so funny I’d burst into laughter even if I’d just been diagnosed with Swine Flu” and

LOLSMTTWCOTSWIWR. “laughed out loud so many times that the waitress came over to see what I was reading.”  (That actually happened; I was in a coffee house.)

Any additional suggestions?  Let’s liven up the online discussion.  “LOL” is the online equivalent of the guy who nods thoughtfully when you’ve made a joke and says, “Funny.”

Come on — let’s hear some new ones.
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16 Responses to “LOL/Not”

1. Jen Forbus Says: 
May 16th, 2009 at 3:38 pm 

This is an excellent point about how words (or in this case acronyms) lose their effectiveness when we overuse them! I feel this way about a lot of profanity. What power does it have if you use it every other word??? 

Sorry though, Tim, I’m not creative enough to top yours and Shadoe’s additions to the texting-age acronyms. But this was fun!

2. Lisa Kenney Says: 
May 17th, 2009 at 9:53 am 

These are hysterical! I’ve never been an “LOL’er” either so I appreciate the alternatives. The ones that came immediately to mind are too disgusting and childish to list, so I’ll just enjoy these and wait for more.

3. Suzanna Says: 
May 19th, 2009 at 1:40 am 

I wish I could liven up the discussion with a really funny acronym but at this hour all I can admit to with the least amount of embarrassment is:

YLSHYSWAYHWGPPWFTWC

Think Felix the Cat Theme Song and you’ll get what this chain o’ letters means.

If it doesn’t make you laugh, I’ll settle for a smirk or a guffaw.

4. Suzanna Says: 
May 19th, 2009 at 4:57 am 

Okay, for those who have forgotten the theme song from Felix…

You’ll laugh so hard your sides will ache your heart will go pitter pat, watching Felix, the wonderful cat.

That’s all folks.

5. Larissa Says: 
May 21st, 2009 at 12:08 pm 

All I could think of was really dark ones that sort of make you go “aw…”

I think my new LOL is going to be mashing the keyboard and then snickering to myself while the other person tries to figure it out. [image: image51.png]


 

(MTKATSTMWTOPTTFIO?)

teehee.

6. John Dishon Says: 
May 21st, 2009 at 6:18 pm 

tl;dr (too long; didn’t read)

But really, it’s ROFL, not ROTFL, as in ROFL COPTER!

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/73/Roflcopter.gif
7. Sharai Says: 
May 21st, 2009 at 8:44 pm 

Suzanna, thanks for bringing that one back to memory! It made me LSHIPMPJLFUT! But Virginia, what were you doing up all night?!!!!

8. suzanna Says: 
May 23rd, 2009 at 8:56 am 

Virginia, Could barely believe it myself but I was giving moral support to a certain high schooler writing a paper. By that afternoon I was hallucinating but said high schooler finally finished what she began to regard as “her first born child.” 

Okay, your turn. What does your chain o’ letters mean?

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 23rd, 2009 at 2:05 pm 

Okay.

There are obviously topics that bring out the worst in people, even people I like.

First, not to go in any order at all, thanks to John for the correction — ROFL is a LOT less irritating than ROTFL — and for the Wikimedia link, which leads to something that’s quite funny and was obviously created by someone with acres of time on his hands. (And nice to hear from you, John.)

Suzanna, you’ll receive a bill after Memorial Day for the surgery I had to undergo to remove that f**king Felix theme song from my frontal lobe. (I paid extra to have them transplant it to the sole of my foot so I can step on it over and over and over and . . .) And Sharai, I can figure out LSHIPMP, which is actually kind of great, but JLFUT defeats me.

CONTEST!!! CONTEST!!!! A copy of BREATHING WATER to the person (other than Sharai, obviously) who tells us what LSHIPMIJLFUT stands for. Let’s see whether anyone reads these replies I slave over. Over which I slave. 

Riss, PLEASE give us some dark ones that make us go “AWWWW”. But I’ve copied MTKATSTMWTOPTTFIO and will use it to drive people crazy. If I could make a suggestion, though, it might be better if you mashed someone else’s keyboard before snickering.

Jen and Lisa, wiser than the rest of us, resisted the opportunity to make fools out of themselves in this public — well, semi-public — space. I’m going to write a thriller in which a writer’s website draws so few people that terrorists begin to use it to pass each other messages. 

Hmmmmm.

Naaaaa.

Anyway, thanks to all. IKIGFYPAI.

10. suzanna Says: 
May 23rd, 2009 at 5:15 pm 

OKay, Tim, I wasn’t counting on disdain but it’ll do.

I think I know the first half of Sharai’s LOL acronym. Can I get half a copy of Breathing Water? 

Here goes the first half: Laughed so hard I peed my pants ? JLFUT, no idea.

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 24th, 2009 at 12:02 pm 

I think you’re right about the first half — that was my reading, too.

So I’ll get you half of an ARC of BREATHING WATER as soon as I finish cutting out every other page.

12. suzanna Says: 
May 24th, 2009 at 2:07 pm 

One thing I do when I get an ear worm is replace the pesky song with another. How about the theme song from The Adams Family? Don’t forget those catchy finger snaps!

Their house is a museum.
When people come to see ‘em
They really are a screa-um.
The Addams Family.

Neat (snap)

Sweet (snap)

Petite (snap)

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 24th, 2009 at 4:35 pm 

Suzanna –

You are so dead. Just keep looking over your shoulder, because sooner or later, I’ll be there. And just before doom comes down, I’ll whistle a few bars of “Stayin’ Alive.”

14. Sharai Says: 
May 24th, 2009 at 8:32 pm 

I really think Suzanna deserves the book. She called me today to let me know what a flurry of excitement our little buddy Felix has caused. I offered to give her hints, I offered to tell her outright what JLFUT means. She wouldn’t have anything to do with it, ‘that would be cheating’, she said. With ethics like that she deserves to win your book, (although I don’t know how anyone who uses innocent theme songs so maliciously can really be so ethical! And why does she know all the words and snaps!) Please send her the book! She’s been my BFF since WHNT! And that was a long time ago!

15. Peter Says: 
June 21st, 2009 at 12:00 am 

ROTFTIBMP when I read your post, which obviously means rolled on the floor til I burst my pancreas.
==============
Detectives Beyond Borders
“Because Murder Is More Fun Away From Home”
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/
16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 21st, 2009 at 1:26 pm 

Peter — Thanx for the addition to the LOL/NOT museum. I’m collecting even more creativity-short acronyms for a follow-up post that I’ll probably NGATW. (Never Get Around To Writing)

Thanks for the nice BREATHING WATER piece on Detectives Without Borders. I really appreciate it.


Think Yourself Thin

May 24th, 2009

I need to lose weight for my upcoming book tour.  What with this being the age of information and all, I figured, no problem: I’d just google (note the trendy lower-case “g.”) losing weight and, bang, there would be my plan.  Right?

Well, no.  Losing weight gets 13,300,00 hits.  The well-intentioned, if ungrammatical, losing weight healthy brings 15,900,000 hits.  Aside from the time involved in reading all those results, I like to snack while I read, and by the time I found the approach that appealed to me, I’d probably weigh 470 pounds.

The sheer proliferation of approaches to weight loss — all but four of which are profit-oriented — suggests that we are, scientifically speaking, a nation of fatsos.  (And I’m one, so spare me the hate mail.)  Abandoned by the world of technology and left to my own devices, I had to sit down and actually think about how to lose the extra pounds I drag everywhere I go.  So I did, for a couple of days.

And I lost a pound.  Eureka!   Thinking burns fat.

In the weeks since, I’ve fine-tuned my method.  Certain kinds of thought require more energy, and hurt more, and therefore burn more calories than others.  But those that work for me might not work for you.  For example, mental long division burns 137 calories per hour — for me, because I hate math.  If you’re Mr. Number or something, mental long division would probably make you fatter.

Here are some of my most effective weight-loss mental topics:

Picturing Dick Cheney nude:  351 calories per hour (CPH).

Imagining the plaque in my arteries:  274 CPH.

Asking myself whether, if God is all-powerful, he can create a rock he can’t lift:  216 CPH

Applying Creationism to the fossil record: 122 CPH

Multiplying infinity by a five-digit number: 336 CPH, and it doesn’t matter if you’re good at math

Wondering about the ingredients in hot dogs:  329 CPH

Trying to think of a really offensive vanity license plate that would sneak past the DMV censors:  2 CPS, if I’m also walking.

Projecting myself into an endless rerun of Knight Rider:  207 CPH, but be careful if you like David Hasselhoff.

Projecting myself into an endless rerun of Knight Rider in which the David Hasselhoff role is played by Dick Cheney, nude: 1,243 CPH.  (Don’t try this at home.)

Imagining the scent that would distinguish non-existent celebrity fragrances, such as Marilyn Manson Cologne, George W. Bush AromaSmart IQ Aerosol, or Lassie Cars For Dogs Spray:  134-672 CPS, depending on a multitude of factors.

Daydreaming about Winkie, my childhood teddy bear, in the hands of terrorists:  225 CPS.

But surely you can come up with some of your own.  And if you doubt that this approach works, I dropped three pounds while I was writing this.  Honest.

If you come up with some especially effective ideas, please share them with us.  I’ve still got to lose those last 27 stubborn pounds.
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22 Responses to “Think Yourself Thin”

1. suzanna Says: 
May 24th, 2009 at 5:55 pm 

Not sure I’m still welcome but an earworm has to be worth at least 350 cph. I’ll spare you the added grief and won’t give any more musical suggestions.

But seriously I read a diet tip the other day that does require some mental exertion. If, for instance, you’re craving a bowl of your favorite ice cream and can’t afford the extra calories, every time you think of your ice cream instead imagine your ice cream paired with something repulsive to you. Like…well you have to do that part in order to get the full caloric loss…and by the way 27 pounds lighter and you’d be taken by a gust of wind!

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 25th, 2009 at 7:09 pm 

Enough with the thinkin’ already. It’s a holiday. My weight loss tip? Just eat when the Cubs win. I’m down 13 pounds this week. :^(

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 25th, 2009 at 9:43 pm 

Cynthia, That’s not a diet, that’s starvation. 

Suzanna, I’ll do that. I’ll think of my bowl of ice cream singing “How Deep Is Your Love.” Get THAT out of your head.

And the Captcha for this message is “Being Balfour,” which I may use as a title for my next book.

4. suzanna Says: 
May 25th, 2009 at 10:57 pm 

Bee Gees don’t repulse me as much as you’d like to think they do. I won’t say who does but I think you could guess who does pretty quickly. If you do guess within three tries I’ll send you a copy of the Bee Gees Greatest hits album and those stubborn pounds will melt like butter on a hot stove.

5. Dana King Says: 
May 26th, 2009 at 9:53 am 

Seems to me picturing Dick Cheney nude would result more in bulemic-style purging than healthy weight loss.

6. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 26th, 2009 at 10:33 am 

Lighten up on those ear worm songs or I’ll sling over a “Don’t worry, be happy.”

7. Larissa Says: 
May 26th, 2009 at 1:22 pm 

Thinking of Dick Cheney (naked of course)covered in my favorite ice cream is a pretty good deterrent…even if it *is* Cherry Garcia. Ahem. Ew. I think I really grossed myself out there for a minute.

I like the coffee diet-everytime I want to eat something I drink some really bad coffee…and then get all amped. It’s like, running…but without all the work or heart/cardiovascular benefits. (c:

8. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 26th, 2009 at 8:54 pm 

CUBS WIN!!! CUBS WIN!!! Thank you, Baby Jesus! Tonight I shall dine on pasta alfredo and a lovely pinot grigio.

9. usman Says: 
May 26th, 2009 at 10:30 pm 

I guess you should picture Dick Cheney nude 3 hours a day. Those 27 pounds should disappear in about a week.

Of course that might be dangerous to your health, mental and otherwise.

10. Thomas Says: 
May 27th, 2009 at 6:50 am 

How to lose weight? 

Eat all meals with one chopstick.

Only wear clothes that are too small. You will look ridiculous until you have lost enough weight to fit into them.

Remember that the Hollywood stars’ favorite diet is starvation.

Turn off your fridge and freezer; board up your pantry; eat all meals fresh. That will get tiring quickly.

Whenever you feel hungry, drink a gallon of water.

Stop picturing Cheney nude! Perhaps good for weight loss but not for your mental health.

11. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 27th, 2009 at 7:29 pm 

Picturing Dick Cheney nude won’t deter me from eating. I see his twin in the mirror every morning when I get out of the shower. That’s why I’m sticking with the Cubs diet.

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 27th, 2009 at 9:33 pm 

Well, what a chorus. This makes me feel powerful. Usually, when I dream about conducting an orchestra, the musicians ignore me, but here we all are, singing along.

Suzanna — I don’t dislike the Bee Gees — I just can’t get them out of my head once they’re in there. Who hates them? Could she be 16 going on eternal? Do I get my album? (That word, by the way, is an age tip-off.)

Cynthia — If you’re still tying eating to the Cubs, I’d choke down as much as possible whenever it’s permitted. It could be a long time between meals. And you’re underestimating the horror of Dick Cheney naked, or you’d never compare yourself to, um, that. But if the Cubs diet makes one look LESS like Dick Cheney, I’ll go on it, too.

Usman, the mind will not allow its owner to picture, er, that image, for longer than an hour. An override circuit kicks in and replaces it with the orgasm scene in the restaurant in “When Harry Met Sally.” It’s one of the few restaurant scenes in all of film in which no one is eating.

Thomas is the only sane person reading this blog. I especially like the single chopstick solution and the idea that any of us have a pantry. Things are different in Sweden. Most of us here in America keep our food under our pillow.

13. Thomas Says: 
May 28th, 2009 at 6:52 am 

Tim,

Sanity is indeed overrated but I do appreciate being referred to as such. First time today. [image: image53.png]


 

In addition, if you did keep all your food under your pillow, your problems would be solved. Swedes have recently gone from fermenting everything that moves to using pantries and other modern conveniences. Sweden is, after all, the country of polar bears in the streets, frivolous nudity, pig blood pudding, cheery clog dancers around May poles, and a phone book filled with naïve girls named, “Inga,” whose vocabulary doesn’t stretch too far beyond, “Jaa”. And don’t get me started on ABBA. 

By the way, if you really want to pursue the whole Cheney naked thing (I advise against it), then look at this (remember, I advised against it):

http://www.peteykins.com/sparklepony/CheneyBear.jpg
How’s your appetite?

Thomas

14. suzanna Says: 
May 28th, 2009 at 12:36 pm 

Tim,
What I was trying to get you to guess was what music repulsed me. I’ll give you a hint if you want. It could be worth a dozen or so burned calories if you take another stab at it and if you win or lose I’ll send the album (I am old) in whatever format you want, including a good old LP if you still own a record player. I wish I still did. By the way, my music loving teen strangely enjoys the falsetto vocal styling of the Brothers Gibb.

15. Jen Forbus Says: 
May 29th, 2009 at 2:15 am 

I think I lost a couple pounds just laughing from this post and the comments! And to think, I’ve been walkign the dog!! Geez!

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 12:31 pm 

Thomas — Any country distinguished by frivolous nudity is at the top of my must-visit list.

Suzanna — That’s what I thought you were after the first time I read your original note, and then I reread it and went for Door Number Two. Who YOU loathe — Jeez. How many guesses? Michael Bolton? Celine Dion? The Pleasure Fair? (Careful.) Is there anybody making record who’s named Virginia? (There isn’t, is there?) Do I win?

And, Jen, why are reading this blog with you’ve got BREATHING WATER on your TBR stack?

My Captcha is Shirley victims. I LOVE that.

17. suzanna Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 7:01 pm 

Michael Bolton and Celine Dion are great guesses. Pleasure Faire – never! Barry Manilow – yup, he’s the one. Thanks for playing my silly guessing game. The Brothers Gibb are on their way to implant weight reduction earworms. CD okay?

18. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 8:55 pm 

You don’t like BARRY MANILOW????? 

Okay, me neither. Bee Gees, here I come. I think Maurice’s vibrato is the musical equivalent of those machines with the big belts that vibrate back and forth to reduce waistlines.

My Captcha is bird answer. And the bird question was?

19. Suzanna Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 10:57 pm 

According to my captcha the question might be: Be berried?

As in Barry Gibbs? Could be.

So you’re in for a twofer in your quest for a slimmer you. The Bee Gees vibrato can implant weight reducing earworms and get your waistline to shimmy to and fro. You’ll be tour ready in no time.

20. Brynne Sissom Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 12:24 pm 

OK, if this is about thinking thin, just think about Vitamin D and Evening Primrose Oil. Don’t go buy them and eat them, feel the vibrant energy coursing through your veins, raising the happiness level of your mitochondria, and suddenly you’re off..flying free and light…and I like that one chopstick idea…that is like a half a Chinese joke, right? I’m waiting for the other chopstick to fall!

21. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 2:05 pm 

Brynne — Great approach. I tried it, and when I thought real hard about Evening Primrose oil, my pants fell down. I’d dropped two inches from my waist in less than five minutes, just tickling my mitochondria. 

Suzanna — Where’s my album?

22. suzanna Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 2:39 pm 

Coming to you via online service provider. It was shipped 6/2. Where’s my ARC of Breathing Water?


Thai Talk

May 28th, 2009

While I was in Bangkok. Christopher G. Moore, whose wonderful series about Bangkok private eye Vincent Calvino (ten books and counting) is read all over the world and gave me the courage to write the first Poke Rafferty book, arranged for me to meet another favorite writer about Southeast Asia.  Colin Cotterill is the creator of Dr, Siri Paiboun, the 72-year-old (and counting) state coroner of the nation of Laos, and those of you who have never read him have a treat coming.  It was fun to talk (and talk and talk and talk — right through the staff’s post-lunch nap time) with two writers who are so good and so different.

One of the sleepy staff used Colin’s camera to take this picture, in which only Colin looks good.  Hmmmmm.

[image: image54.png]



Turns out the chip in Colin’s camera contains an amazingly complex algorithm that recognizes Colin’s face geometrically, then identifies other faces and assigns them random Doofus Characteristics.  I got, for example, Smug Smile 14 and Chris got the I’m Never Up in the Daytime look so popular among those who sleep in coffins. Colin’s face, in the meantime, got the Not-Quite-Cary Grant morph, that put hair on his head and everything.  (In person, he’s totally bald.)

Just think, in one room: Moore, Cotterill, Hallinan.  If a bomb had gone off, the future of Southeast Asia-themed crime fiction might have been delayed by, oh, say twenty-five minutes.  Maybe half an hour.

If you haven’t read the other two guys, you should.

By the way, Chris Moore owns the airports of Southeast Asia.  Don’t even try to get a book into one of them.

	[image: image55]

	This entry was posted on Thursday, May 28th, 2009 at 4:48 pm and is filed under All Blogs, Asia. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site. 

16 Responses to “Thai Talk”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 28th, 2009 at 8:38 pm 

OK, I’m trapped. I hadn’t come up with a witty reply to this post, but the captcha is: Nashville hoped

How can I pass that up?

I thought the pepper grinder looked pretty attractive, too. It could have just been a proximity issue.

Why are there two salt shakers on the table?

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 28th, 2009 at 8:40 pm 

OK, I’ve got a witty retort: Tim, you don’t look smug. You look like you’re trying not to picture Dick Cheney in the buff, and failing.

(This captcha is almost as good: spectra Detroit)

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 12:36 pm 

Cynthia — Thanks for posting the Captchas. I wish everybody would, when they’re good. (Wait till you read mine at the end of this reply.)

There are two salt shakers because Thailand is the Land of the Approximate, and two salt shakers is better than none. If there were none, the waitress would say, “No problem” and bring one, and she’d be right — there’d be no problem. Maybe the question should be, “Where’s the other pepper grinder?” And you’re right, some of the Not-Quite-Cary-Grant effect splashed on it.

If I were picturing Dick Cheney nude, I’d be green.

Here’s the Captcha: Wife sapient.

4. suzanna Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 7:08 pm 

Wife Sapient sounds like something from Blade Runner. 

I would have loved to have been a fly on the salt shaker to listen to you three braniacs.

Finally, a good captcha: Arroyo gang.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
May 30th, 2009 at 9:01 pm 

We had a great time. Both Chris and Colin are bright and funny, and they know each other very well. For the first half hour I felt like I was sitting in the back seat with a couple up front, but they got me over it.

The Arroyo gang is a group I would join.

6. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
May 31st, 2009 at 7:01 pm 

That could be the name of our little club: Tim Hallinan and the Arroyo Gang.

My captcha is: New bulking

Hmmmm…. Maybe I need to lift weights?

7. usman Says: 
June 1st, 2009 at 1:13 am 

And I learnt from Lisa that I was in BKK the same time as you were.

That’s why the bomb didn’t go off.

Captcha: waterway 465,000

8. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 1st, 2009 at 7:39 pm 

Usman, you should ALWAYS tell me when you’re going to Bangkok. I’m there, or near there, about half of each year.

And Cynthia, I don’t want top billing. I just sing baritone. Just The Arroyo Gang will do fine. And the “new bulking” captcha was supposed to have been reserved for the weight loss post.

9. Sharai Says: 
June 3rd, 2009 at 2:34 pm 

This seems like a good place for me to jump in and appologize for ‘maybe’ getting a little carried away with the LOL post. Suzanna and I had a lot of fun with it, so I thank you for that. I really love and appreciate all the challenges you throw at us to keep our brains warped. I have especially enjoyed becoming more aware of fantastic similes since I’ve been reading your blog and want to share this, from Spider Robinson: 

…slack jawed as a country yokel seeing his first transsexual hooker, awestruck as an atheist in Paradise.

Also, so he won’t feel left out:

…so out of touch you might as well be Dick Cheney!

My captcha is “just inborn”
How did they know I spent nine years in the Ozarks?

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 3rd, 2009 at 8:32 pm 

These are both great. I’ll make a macro for SJAACYSHFTHAAAAIN

But I’ll hand-type SOOTYMAWBDC

LIHAL (don’t ask)

Just inborn — you got the best one.

11. Sylvia Says: 
June 5th, 2009 at 11:05 am 

I only come here for the captchas!

Mine is boer Narodnaya

Wow.

12. Sylvia Says: 
June 5th, 2009 at 11:09 am 

Oh no, and as I went to navigate away I saw my next one:

Potpourri stanza

My mind is reeling with the idea of vodka drinking Dutch-Africans creating a new form of free verse. 

Very cool.

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 5th, 2009 at 12:27 pm 

Sylvia — What do you MEAN, you only come here for the captchas. With an exclam yet. What about the company? the bonhamie? the intellectual stimulation? the lack of speculation about David Carradine?

Although you do seem to get especially cool ones.

I’m shrug Michael this time around.

14. Sylvia Says: 
June 11th, 2009 at 6:11 am 

This one is “have pintsch”

Not sure if I’m getting captcha -inched for teasing you or some drunk is bragging about the beers he has left to drink.

15. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 11th, 2009 at 2:31 pm 

Sylvia –

Have pintsch, will travel, but not in the right direction.

Mine is “exorcise seasons.” I have nothing to say about it, it’s just there.

16. Sylvia Says: 
June 15th, 2009 at 6:53 am 

Perhaps it means a move to California is in your future?

This is a WordPress blog, isn’t it? I was wondering if there was any chance you could add a link to the comments RSS? I am sure I’ve missed lots of titillating conversation because I’ve forgotten to go back and check for further comments. 

Mine: divvying festival. Possibly as a result of the seasons being exorcised?


Celebrity Bye-Bye

June 3rd, 2009

Okay, it’s a culture of fame.  But even fame has a use-by date.

Five people I would like never to see or hear from again.
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Courtney Love:  Is there any reason for her still to be around, ambushing us from magazines, claiming credit for Nirvana, suing everybody she ever met?

So Kurt made a mistake.  He married her.  We didn’t.  Can we have our lives back now?

Please?
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Joan Rivers:  Is anything original left?  How much plastic surgery can someone have before it becomes landscaping?

And how long has it been since she said anything funny?

What a career: from walking the red carpet to standing next to it, sniping at people’s clothes.  It doesn’t seem fair.  Nobody snipes at her face.  Except me, I mean.
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Bob Barker:  I know, he quit.  But he keeps coming back.

And so he’s nice to animals.  He should just have been that nice (or maybe a little less nice) to the women on the show.

Plus, he did one hand gesture through a fifty-year career.  With the same hand.
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Heidi Pratt:  Let me get this straight.  She and Spencer quit “I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here” because “Super-celebrities don’t belong in the jungle.  They belong in Hollywood with the paparazzi.”  Did Spencer really say that?   Super celebrities?

And did Heidi really say, “My goal is to be a true disciple of Jesus Christ, a Mother Teresa helping the poor and the hungry”?

Don’t they have poor, hungry people in the jungle?

Super-celebrities?
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Sean Penn: Oh, lighten up, for Christ’s sake.

Yes, he’s a good actor.  Yes, he was hilarious in “Fast Times at Ridgemont High,” the uber-stoner performance of all time.

What is it?  Do his feet hurt?  Is it really so agonizing to be a movie star?

Maybe he needs a week in the jungle.  Preferably with Heidi and Spencer.

There.  I got all that out of my system.

Anybody else got a nomination?  David Hasselhoff doesn’t count.
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20 Responses to “Celebrity Bye-Bye”

1. Suzanna Says: 
June 3rd, 2009 at 8:13 pm 

Tim, your blog has taken an interesting turn. Deliciously catty. I like it!

I agree with your entire list except for Sean Penn. He is overbearing at times, and I hate that he keeps jerking his wife around, but I love his work and would be sad not to see him act again.

So in the spirit of full participation here goes my list but I’m really sorry that I can’t be as clever and funny as you have been about explaining why these nominees made my list. All I can say is that I’m embarrassed to admit that I waste time reading about some of these jokers. Most of the rest of them I’m sick of seeing in the news and don’t understand why or how they got there or why they haven’t disappeared yet. 

In no particular order.

Paris Hilton 

Lyndsay Lohan

Tori Spelling and her mother

Britney Spears

Octomom (well, sort of a celeb)

Michael Jackson

Jonas Brothers

Miley Cyrus and her dad

John Mayer

Eddie Murphy

Kanye West

Ugh, I feel kinda gross now.

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 3rd, 2009 at 8:37 pm 

A fine balanced, well-rounded list with just a hint of oak and blackberry. There are celebrities you get sick of and then there are those you wish you’d never heard of in the first place, and Octomom falls squarely in the latter category. So naturally she’s getting her own reality TV show, although I think that’s stretching the concept of reality.

I like the celebrities who have ten days in the limelight. There’s a 63-year old man in Japan who just got out of jail for murder, after decades behind bars, and the first thing he did was file for an old-age pension. So today I love him. In America, he’d get a reality TV show and I’d have to hate him.

I especially like the addition of Kanye West. Talk about tiresome.

3. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
June 3rd, 2009 at 9:23 pm 

Donald Trump (and everyone else named Trump)

Brangelina (and anything to do w/Jen)

Madonna (unless she comes out with a new albumn)

Jon Gosselin (Kate and the 8 are okay, though)

Regis

John Barr (a pitchman for a local car dealer)

My captcha: the deklatel (A possible title for a fantasy novel?)

4. Suzanna Says: 
June 3rd, 2009 at 9:53 pm 

I’m glad you listed a celebrity you like. I think I’ll do the same. It can counteract the grossed out feeling I got from making my previous list. Here’s one. I like the nun, age 78, who at 48 started running as some sort of spiritual exercise. Since then she’s done 40, yes, 4-0 Iron Man triathlons! She says she’s broken numerous bones including her hip three times and almost every one of her toes and fingers and she’s still running. She must have the spirit of highest good on her side.

Better, not so grossed out now.

Here’s my captcha:

Such fuchs. 

Not kidding either.

5. Dana King Says: 
June 4th, 2009 at 5:11 am 

I’m sure I’ll think of a few names later today, but for now I’ll settle for a comment that may say more about me than the celbrity mentioned:

Who the hell is Heidi Pratt?

6. suzanna Says: 
June 4th, 2009 at 9:44 am 

Dana, I too have no idea who Heidi Pratt is but I do know that David Letterman called Spencer a weasel. I think I’ll take Dave’s word for it.

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 4th, 2009 at 12:08 pm 

Dana, Suzanna, you guys are SOOOOO culturally impoverished. Heidi Pratt (nee Montag) is the former star of MTV’s breathtakingly shallow “reality” show “The Hills,” where she met and married “super celebrity” Spencer Pratt. 

Jeeeeez.

Cynthia, that’s a ripely redolent list of people who have been left in the sun in a ZipLoc bag too long. All things Trump, indeed. And I agree with you about Jon Gosselin, but I hate Kate even more. Madonna has been extinct for years, what people see is the sheer momentum of talentless overdrive. (They say by the time you’re 40, you have the faace you deserve, and she’s definitely got hers) And Regis!! Yes!!

I like your nun, too.

Captcha is About feebly. Hmmmmmm.

8. Thomas Says: 
June 4th, 2009 at 2:39 pm 

These are my main, hmm, concerns today:

Emeril Lagasse – Because “Bam” and “Kick it up a notch” wasn’t funny the first time around. Mysteriously, he went from mediocre cook to TV celebrity, who now mostly peddles over-priced gumbo in his tacky boardwalk Cajun restaurants. Lenny Bruce was wrong. Neon doesn’t go to Miami to die. It goes to Emeril’s. Hasn’t this man reached his expiration yet?

Every “Real” Housewife on Bravo – A group of utterly bored celebrity wannabees, desperate for attention, who exude contempt for life. No high school clique ever behaved this way. When people on TV see in-fighting as something noble and believe that marrying the right bank account somehow qualifies you as the pinnacle of evolution, the viewer’s only possible conclusion is that you can’t reason with narcissism.

Sean Hannity – Picture this! A lab, fifty years ago, hidden away, filled with test tubes, body odor, stale air, and desperation. In one corner, the rabid little Yorkie, sitting in his cage, foaming, yipping just because he can. In the other corner, little Billy, twelve, teacher’s pet, used to licking up and kicking down, runny nose. Dr. Hank mixes genes from the two, fills a tube with the grayish, foul smelling protoplasm, and slowly walks upstairs, with a look of disappointment on his face…

9. Phil Hanson Says: 
June 4th, 2009 at 4:04 pm 

Would it be out of place to suggest adding dick Cheney’s name to the list?

10. suzanna Says: 
June 4th, 2009 at 6:54 pm 

Phil, Dick Cheney belongs at the top of anyone’s list. I’m glad you included him.

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 5th, 2009 at 12:25 pm 

Thomas, you’re batting 1000. Can’t believe Sean Hannity wasn’t on my list. By the way, will the cleanup crew they send for Sean do a little detour and pick up the ripening remains of Rush while they’re at it. And ALL reality TV stars can go except for, ummm, two of the girls on Next Year’s Top Model. 

Phil, dick is definitely a lower-case “D” and yes, he should be on the long coal chute out of here.

12. Phil Hanson Says: 
June 6th, 2009 at 10:51 am 

Suzanna, I’m so glad you approve. May I also add Bill O’Reilly, Glenn Beck, Ann Coulter and Ozzy Osbourne to the list?

An astute observation, Tim. Anyone who knows me knows that the lower-case “D” (diminutive little rascal, isn’t it?) was no typo.

13. Larissa Says: 
June 7th, 2009 at 8:46 am 

Thomas-I couldn’t agree with you more. Seriously-you think if I add Douchebag to my resume and a tag line about how i use strategic retardation in public I could get a job like Sean Hannity too? Please? Jesus. (c:

I think most of the people I really truly hate are listed here…except maybe 

Chris Brown…really don’t care anymore about that “news story” 

Sarah-I’m-The-Anti-Christ-Palin’s Daughter Bristol (Brisquet…Bisquick..whateverthehell her name is..) and her retarded kid.

Yeah…I don’t think I can bring myself to think of any more without feeling like I need to take a shower.

Question: What post did I miss that has this captcha thing going on? I’m confused. I keep looking at the loop, hoping I can get back in. (c:

14. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
June 7th, 2009 at 9:01 am 

I forgot to include TomKat.

15. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 2:01 pm 

Bill O’Reilly!!! Chris Brown!!!! Sarah PALIN!!!! TomKat!!!!!!

and . . .

ANNNNNNNNNNNE COULTER!!!!!!!!!!! Who should be sawed into quarter-inch cross-sections and set into cement as an organic sidewalk. Except that she’d probably kill every plant within a hundred yards.

16. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 9:18 pm 

You know, Tim. This post of yours (and the comments) pretty much eliminate your future political career. You do know that, right?

Captcha: Schwartz aramaic

PS to Larissa: At the bottom of the screen for posting comments is the anti-spam feature that requires you to type the words shown in the graphic window. Sometimes the words are innocuous. Sometimes they are funny. If you get a funny one, go ahead and post it in your comment!

17. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 9:48 pm 

Oh, my God — that was my fallback. When I got tired of making millions writing fiction, I was going to go into politics. One more escape hatch closed to me. I may have to be a fireman yet.

My Captcha is very funny (to me) because I just finished the edit/rewrite of a book featuring a burglar named Junior Bender. The Captcha is Jr changes.

18. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 10th, 2009 at 9:54 pm 

I have nothing to say but the Captcha is Kissinger olfactory.

Just had to put it on the record.

19. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
June 11th, 2009 at 8:48 am 

OK, this is getting serious. I’m logging in to read the comments, and scrolling down just to check out the captcha:

folder $19,600,000

(Perhaps the advance I’ll get for selling Casual Duty? I hope it’s not referring to some sort of correspondence from the IRS in my future.)

20. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 15th, 2009 at 1:16 pm 

You got my Captcha!!!!!

Unless, of course, it DOES refer to the IRS, in which case it’s definitely yours/


Dumbest Spam of the Month

June 14th, 2009

This evening I received the following e-mail in the Blog Cabin inbox:

“On Sunday while searching for clear clogged arteries, your post regarding Dinosaur Diet | Dinosaur Training came up.  Just wanted to drop you a quick note to say thank you for a great resource.  There is nothing else like your site on the net today.”

Don’t I know it.  If you only knew how hard I worked on that post regarding Dinosaur Diet/Dinosaur Training, you (whoever you are) would be even more deferential.  I sweat and slave over all these blogs (they’ve made me nearly prematurely gray), but that post regarding Dinosaur Diet/Dinosaur Training put me to bed for a week.  The Dinosaur Diet segment of the post was relatively easy, since we all know dinosaurs ate Very Big Macs, but the Dinosaur Training part was a stumper.  Just a few of the hurdles I had to clear:

– Overcoming death.  It is extremely difficult to train dead animals.  And animals that have been dead for millions of years are as dumb as furniture.

– To do what? What would I like to train a dinosaur to do?  It would be kind of cool to train two little dinosaurs to ride one on each shoulder, and dress one of them as an angel and the other as a devil to represent my errant tendencies and my conscience, but I could do that with parakeets, too, and I wouldn’t have to clear Hurdle One, overcoming death.  Also, parakeets are lighter than dinosaurs.   I could maybe train a bigger, meat-eating dinosaur, say a T-Rex, to imitate a highway toll booth and wait with his mouth open, holding a sign that says THREE DOLLARS, EXACT CHANGE ONLY at the top of an onramp.  I’d make a lot of money, but there’s still the death thing.  (By the way, I solved all these problems brilliantly in my post regarding Dinosaur Diet/Dinosaur Training, so go back in the blog and find it.  It’s back there somewhere.  If you find it, please e-mail me.)

But I’m worried about the guy who wrote the e-mail.  Did he find “clear clogged arteries?”  I mean how bad are his search skills if he was looking for “clear clogged arteries” and got my post regarding Dinosaur Diet/Dinosaur Training?  How badly and how quickly does he need to find “clear clogged arteries?”   I hope I didn’t keep him too long.  Although if you’ve only got a few minutes left, it’s hard to think of a better way to spend them than reading my post regarding Dinosaur Diet/Dinosaur Training. 

What’s the dumbest spam you’ve had recently?
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4 Responses to “Dumbest Spam of the Month”

1. Sylvia Says: 
June 15th, 2009 at 6:57 am 

Wow – it’s almost clever. Probably a large percentage of posts that talk about Diet and Training would mention cholesterol or other issues to do with health and arteries. You would think after putting in the time and effort to come up with a comment that has a good chance of being taken seriously, the spammer would cast an eye over the results and weed out the clearly inappropriate ones!

2. Suzanna Says: 
June 15th, 2009 at 7:51 pm 

Hi, Tim

You know, it was probably that whole post you had on dieting that tickled the spammer with the clogged arteries. Dinosaur Diet? Mostly plant life, and an occasional side of meat for some dinos– great way to lose weight! Dinosaur Training? I like your idea of the shoulder dwelling dinos. How cool would it be to have a mini watch-dino to guard your home? It could be trained to pounce on any unwelcome intruder, warding them off with a loud high-pitched cry and a thorny swipe of the claw. Sounds like a scene from Harry Potter.

3. Phil Hanson Says: 
June 16th, 2009 at 8:12 pm 

Hey, Tim, the problem with training little dinosaurs to ride on your shoulders lies not in training them to ride on your shoulders, but in training them NOT to snack on your earlobes while doing so.

As for spam, it’s all so mind-numbingly stupid that it causes my brain to short out.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 17th, 2009 at 9:39 am 

Got this today from someone who calls him/herself Halim:

“I have read several articles about snoring children but this post is very interesting to me compared to the other articles when I found it on Wednesday.”

Hope to hell this post is more interesting than articles on snoring children. That’s precisely the minimum threshold I set myself for interest value. I ask myself repeatedly, “Is this post more interesting than an article on snoring children?”

Thank you, Halim.


Wish Fulfillment

June 18th, 2009

A very early review of Breathing Water appeared yesterday on the Genre Review (GenReview) website, and I can only hope it sets the tone for all the reaction to come.  It ends with these sentences:  Breathing Water is the best contemporary crime fiction that I’ve read in a long time. I plan on immediately going out and buying all his other books.

The entire review, written by Gray Bridges, who is the programming coordinator at the Harris Arts Center in Calhoun, GA and my new favorite critic, can be found here.  Go read it, if you have a moment, and leave her a comment, perhaps praising her remarkable taste.  When I think of how many times I almost turned over the manuscript of Breathing Water — then titled Misdirection — to use the blank side of the paper as a scratch pad, it’s hard to believe that the book Gray Bridges is praising is the one that gave me such fits.  (And is Gray Bridges a great name, or what?)

And as luck would have it, the review came through at a time when I was at a new low ebb in my regard for the latest Poke book, The Rocks.  I had written one thuddingly ordinary sentence after another all morning, and I was ready to give up for the day, and perhaps for life, and I went up to take a little break online, and here was the review.  It fueled another 1500 words.

Thanks, Gray.
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12 Responses to “Wish Fulfillment”

1. Sylvia Says: 
June 18th, 2009 at 9:16 am 

Wow, that’s a GREAT review.

2. Jen Forbus Says: 
June 18th, 2009 at 4:27 pm 

And I can say without reservation…very well deserved!!!

3. Usman Says: 
June 19th, 2009 at 8:52 pm 

Great review.
Congratulations.

4. Greg Says: 
June 19th, 2009 at 9:53 pm 

Great start, Tim. May this first excellent review spawn many more. And thanks again for the reminder that even accomplished writers are susceptible to self-doubt.

5. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
June 20th, 2009 at 8:32 pm 

YES! Yes! Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes! It’s about time that you got the recognition you deserve! Do we have a release date? 

My captcha is: pancreas 12

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 20th, 2009 at 9:21 pm 

Thanks, everybody — I really appreciate the cheering section, especially since the new book is giving me fits, too.

The release date for BREATHING WATER is officially September 3, I think, but it’s due to be on store shelves on August 18. I’m going to tour about half of the United States and will start blogging about that in a week or two.

7. Peter Says: 
June 20th, 2009 at 11:57 pm 

Yep, let the world know your tour schedule. Will you be anywhere near the East Coast?
==============
Detectives Beyond Borders
“Because Murder Is More Fun Away From Home”
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/
8. Brynne Sissom Says: 
June 21st, 2009 at 2:06 pm 

Yes, if you’ll be in Dallas or Ft. Worth, I’d love to get Poke’s autograph, or Miaow’s…yours will do fine….

9. Suzanna Says: 
June 22nd, 2009 at 10:02 am 

Hi, Tim

Congratulations, once again, on a wonderful review of your outstanding writing. I know more are sure to follow!

10. Larissa Says: 
June 22nd, 2009 at 12:04 pm 

Awesome! I’m glad to see that there are some critics out there with good taste still! (c: Congrats! And I’m sure that this is just the beginning. It’s always the stuff that we hate the most that ends up getting the best reviews-I think it has something to do with all the, for lack of a better word, energy that goes into it. Not always good happy hippy vibes but energy nonetheless and I think it comes through. When do we get a sneak peak at the new book (c:

11. Sean Bunzick Says: 
June 24th, 2009 at 6:08 am 

Tim,
I just wanted to take a few moments to give you a full thumbs-up for “A Nail Through The Heart” and “The Fourth Watcher”–as you know, I just recently got those books at the suggestion of Chris Moore and I was very glad I took his advice–you are a great writer who has beautifully nailed the ever-weird, rarely-dull world of Bangkok with a PI I think we can all relate to.
I tried to do reviews for these novels via Amazon.com but since I wasn’t buying a product from them, I wasn’t allowed to submit a review which bugged the hell out of me (after all, I’ve gotten away with doing reviews for Chris, Jason Schoonover, Dean Barrett and other authors in the past free-of-charge) but if it helps you out at all, I’m more than happy to let you know here on your own blog how much sanuk I had with your material and that I’m very much looking forward to your next Poke novel, “Breathing Water”.
As a writer myself with five novels about Thailand/Southeast Asia, I can completely relate to where you’re coming from.
Continued success with your work!
Sean

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 26th, 2009 at 3:11 pm 

Hi, and thanks again to everyone.

GREAT review yesterday in BOOKLIST, one of the industry trades. That’s the first trade review, so I’m keeping my fungers crossed for the others.

Sean, you’re really making my head swell. I love to get good responses from people who know Thailand, and it means even more coming from someone who has tamed the novel beast him/herself. BREATHING WATER may or may not be available in Thailand in hard cover, but it’ll definitely be at Monument Books in Phnom Penh, a town that’s always worth a visit even when my books aren’t there.

Larissa — There will be two chapters up somewhere, but I forget where. Obviously, I’m going to have to remember if I’m going to send them the chapters, so when I do remember it, I’ll also remember to post it. Yeah, so far we’ve had four reviews and I’ve loved every single one of them. Thanks for the good wishes, and please keep it up, at least until the NY Times and Entertainment Weekly decide to review the book (positively).

Zanna, thanks, and I hope you like the book as much as the reviewers (thus far) seem to. Had a great review by John Clark today at TCM-CA.com. He’s liked all three of the Poke books (long life to him) and he hasn’t been shy about saying so.

Brynne — welcome, if I haven’t said that already. I appreciate your dropping by. I’m trying to set something up with a store in Ft. Worth, but they haven’t committed yet, and I have to lock it or move on by Tuesday of this coming week. I’ll post the schedule here when it’s set.

Peter — thanks for the second terrific piece at Detectives Beyond Borders. No East Coast on this trip, I’m afraid.

You guys really make me feel great, even if my Captcha is “von sulky.”


“BREATHING WATER” TRAILER

June 26th, 2009

Here’s one of the video trailers for BREATHING WATER created by Shadoe Stevens (and me, but Shadoe did all the work).

The idea here was to get in and out in thirty seconds flat, posing a question that relates to the story, and then establishing the environment of Bangkok and letting the viewer’s imagination do the rest.  Much of the footage is mine, although we bought some of the fast-motion stuff.

I don’t know how to insert the cool-looking YouTube screen and let you click directly on it, so here’s the link:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_ThwWON14c
Let me know what you think, and thanks in advance.
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5 Responses to ““BREATHING WATER” TRAILER”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
June 27th, 2009 at 12:25 am 

OMG!!!!!!!! I thought you said we had to wait until September????!!!!

Powerful.
Clear.

My heart hurts. I CAN’T WAIT to read this (and neither can any of my friends!) Please come to Vegas on your tour!

And, again…OMG!

(captcha: niter music)

2. Alexis Grant Says: 
June 27th, 2009 at 9:30 am 

Wow! (Found you through Twitter.) Love how it’s short and sweet — You avoid the too-long mistake a lot of authors seem to make. Music & fast pace make me want to read this one! I only wish I knew a little more what it was about…

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
June 27th, 2009 at 12:44 pm 

Thanks, Cynthia, thanks, Alexis.

Don’t think I’ll be in Vegas, Cynthia — there aren’t any bookstores that specialize in mystery/thrillers. I’ll be in Phoenix, Tucson, Colorado Springs, and Denver before cutting over to Kansas City and then down into Texas, etc — five weeks in all.

Alexis — It’s a thriller, the third in a series about a rough-travel writer named Poke Rafferty who has settled in Bangkok and put together a family comprising him, his wife, who’s a former go-go dancer (yes, that’s a euphemism) and their daughter, now ten, whom they adopted off the street when she was seven. This particular book is set against the political chaos that currently threatens to tear the Kingdom apart.

If Morrow will let me, I’m going to post the first two chapters sometime in July. In the meantime, click on the title on this site, and you’ll see some reviews. (They’re also on Amazon.

4. Phil Hanson Says: 
June 29th, 2009 at 1:35 pm 

Your “Breathing Water” trailer (great stuff, that video) now occupies a prominent place on my blog. It’s an exciting prelude to an even more exciting story.

Now, if you’ll forgive me, I simply must quit playing around and get back to writing that review.

5. Sean Bunzick Says: 
July 2nd, 2009 at 3:30 am 

You couldn’t have asked for a much better trailer–it’s kind of like “Blade Runner” comes to early 21st Century Bangkok–perfect shooting!
Even if I DIDN’T know “Breathing Water” is going to be well-worth my money, the trailer helps to entice me to grab a copy.
Keep writing and hey, keep trailers such as these coming, too!
Best wishes from the Cape!
Sean


Reason to Keep Writing

July 7th, 2009

Here’s an absolutely terrific review of BREATHING WATER.  It comes  from James Tremlett, who works for Schuler Books, a major chain in (mainly) the Great Lakes area.

You can either find it at the Schuler Books blog at http://schulerbooks.wordpress.com/2009/07/04/breathing-water-by-timothy-hallinan/ or just lower your eyes and read it right here:

[image: image65.png]



Bangkok-based writer Poke Rafferty is in deep again. A botched bit of research for his latest book lands him a golden opportunity – the chance to write the exclusive biography of Thailand’s most outrageous, yet beloved gangster. But no sooner does he get that opportunity than two competing groups of thugs start threatening him and his family. One will kill them if he writes the book, but the other will kill them if he doesn’t.

What’s a travel writer to do? Fortunately, Poke is not without friends, or the ability to concoct a cunning – if questionable – plan, given time. But those who want the book written are demanding progress updates, and both sides are keeping him under heavy surveillance. Meanwhile, his allies in the Bangkok police have serious problems of their own…

Outmaneuvered and outgunned, Poke will have to find the third way, yet again. Calling  on old friends and new opportunities, he navigates a steaming river of inconvenient secrets and competing agendas by the seat of his pants — not always one stride ahead of his enemies, but definitely at least one step to their left as our favorite travel writer strives to get home safely once more.

Fans of Hallinan’s Poke Rafferty books (A Nail Through the Heart and The Fourth Watcher) will find Breathing Water to be as exotic and suffocatingly suspenseful as its predecessors, deftly balancing the ugly side of Thailand with humor and hope. As always, the basic decency of Poke and his friends shines through, turning what could be just another stacked-odds thriller into a compelling tale of a quiet hero just trying to get by in the best worst city in the world.

Timothy Hallinan has delivered another searing beauty of a book. If you like exotic thrillers that are as full of heart as they are twists and reverses, you should check it out.

Breathing Water drops August 18th.

- Reviewed by Jim Tremlett, Eastwood

I love this review, and not just because Jim liked the book so much — I love the way it’s written –’ not always one stride ahead of his enemies, but definitely at least one step to their left,” “suffocatingly suspenseful,” “the best worst city in the world.”

Another review that just appeared online, had this line that I love:  “. . . like all good noir-protagonists, Poke is firmly on shaky moral ground at any given moment.”  Firmly on shaky moral ground sums it up precisely.

I’m hanging onto these reviews so I can look at them next time I ask myself why I bother to work so hard when I write and then go back and work so hard to make it look like I’m not working so hard.

Anyway, thanks.
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13 Responses to “Reason to Keep Writing”

1. Merrilee Faber Says: 
July 7th, 2009 at 4:49 pm 

Congrats Tim! Good reviews must be a lovely boost after all that hard work.

2. Jen Forbus Says: 
July 8th, 2009 at 2:11 am 

Very well deserved!!

3. suzanna Says: 
July 8th, 2009 at 4:59 pm 

Tim, 

Isn’t it ironic that writing requires that you work so hard so that your readers can more easily enjoy your hard work? You’re terrific. Don’t ever forget that.

4. Ken H. Says: 
July 9th, 2009 at 6:11 pm 

Congrats Tim. Can’t wait to read it!

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 10th, 2009 at 9:41 am 

Thanks, everybody. It’s impossible to overstate how rewarding it is when someone likes a book I wrote. It really is a reason to keep at it, even when writing feels more like trying to tunnel through a mountain of granite using nothing but my forehead.

And these reactions mean even more than those of some of the professional reviewers, for whom each book is just another item on the pile, to be processed and billed for as quickly as possible. The original idea of reading and writing — that it’s a partnership between the reader and the writer — is forgotten. The book becomes piecework. Gotta get in the synopsis, gotta say something clever, gotta finish up in one or two graphs.

6. Rachel Brady Says: 
July 12th, 2009 at 10:05 pm 

Always glad to read something nice like this. Well done, and congrats. [image: image67.png]


 

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 13th, 2009 at 8:09 pm 

Thanks, Rachel. Glad you stopped by.

By the way, Rachel has a really good site about her personal writing experiences at http://writeitanyway.blogspot.com/
8. Usman Says: 
July 13th, 2009 at 11:06 pm 

Hi Tim,
Late as always, I am. But hey, that was was a terrific review; not just for the praise, but the way it was written.
Now don’t let it go to your head, you still have mountains to grind with the same [image: image68.png]


 

9. Rachel Brady Says: 
July 14th, 2009 at 3:48 am 

Thank you, Tim. When I found your comments waiting on my blog, I got all excited. It was like Elvis stopped by! [image: image69.png]


 Are you wearing sequins?

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 15th, 2009 at 1:16 pm 

Usman — Always glad to hear from my most distant correspondent. I can’t believe we missed each other in Bangkok.

Rachel, I really like your site — I’ve been back and browsed around a couple od times, and you’re absolutely bookmarked.

11. Rachel Brady Says: 
July 15th, 2009 at 4:45 pm 

Awesome! I’m stoked. I actually just responded to your last comment over there, then bounced over here to catch up.

Is it possible to have entire conversations across multiple blogs?

12. Usman Says: 
July 16th, 2009 at 12:25 am 

Hi Tim,
I’m sure we’ll catch up here or there.
The Bangkok miss has been eating at me too.

13. Larissa Says: 
July 18th, 2009 at 4:24 pm 

Hey there Tim. Glad to hear that everyone likes the book (c: I will have to get my hands on it once they stop moving with all the other stuff I’ve got goin’ on. Just wanted to drop in a say hi.


BREATHING WATER Photos

July 16th, 2009

No, the pictures aren’t actually from the book, but they mirror some of the story strands.  BREATHING WATER is the most complex, or at least the most plot-heavy, book I’ve ever written, and it touches on many areas of Thai life.

Here are some examples:
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Rich vs. poor
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Beggars with babies
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Political turmoil
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Kids in monasteries
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Corrupt cops . . .

. . . and a whole lot more.   These pictures are from a power-point presentation I’ll be making in bookstores rather than getting up and ad-libbing in a boring fashion while people prop their eyelids open.

So . . . do you like the pictures?
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12 Responses to “BREATHING WATER Photos”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
July 16th, 2009 at 11:09 pm 

YES! The photos put a face on a part of the world most of us never see (unless something awful happens for us to watch on CNN). Thanks, Tim. I can’t wait for the release!

My captcha: national pezet (Hmmm…a cross between a pretzel and a pet and a pez dispenser?)

2. Merrilee Faber Says: 
July 17th, 2009 at 12:14 am 

Powerful pictures. I wouldn’t say I like them, but I was affected by them.

3. John Lindquist Says: 
July 17th, 2009 at 6:28 am 

Tim,

Those are powerful images.

Is your book tour going to take you through or near Madison, Duluth or Nashville?

Cheers,
John

4. Sylvia Says: 
July 17th, 2009 at 11:03 am 

Very powerful and each one tells a story of its own. Wonderfully chosen.

5. Rachel Brady Says: 
July 17th, 2009 at 7:26 pm 

I absolutely do. Before I got to the bottom, where you asked, I was already thinking how much I could learn if I had an opportunity to go there. So many of us have little idea what goes on in other areas of the world, but would like to learn more. The Power Point idea is very good for explaining where you’re coming from as a writer, but more importantly it’s a wonderful tool to raise awareness.

How about a post or home page update telling us where your tour stops are planned?

6. Jen Forbus Says: 
July 18th, 2009 at 4:24 pm 

These are stunning. The beggar with the baby is especially poignant after reading BREATHING WATER. I’m looking forward to this presentation!

7. Peter Says: 
July 18th, 2009 at 10:04 pm 

Hmm, I don’t remember any Buddhas that large in the book. I’d suggest you screen the photo behind you as you read, except your audience might tell you to shut up so it can concentrate on the pictures.
==============
Detectives Beyond Borders
“Because Murder Is More Fun Away From Home”
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/
8. Peter Says: 
July 18th, 2009 at 10:05 pm 

The photoS, plural that is.

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 19th, 2009 at 11:26 am 

Thanks, everybody — glad you enjoyed the pix or, at least, found them interesting.

Cynthia, Thailand is endlessly photographable, both for dark images and beautiful, spiritual ones. I think I’ll put up some of the latter in the next day or two. 

Merrilee, the problem is that my books are a little, uh, dark, so the images go in that direction, too. And, of course, poverty, while visually affecting, is rarely attractive. But Thailand itself is beautiful and overwhelmingly cheerful. Okay, flipside images are on the way.

John — thanks so much. Glad you enjoyed them. I’ll be in both Nashville(September 15) and Memphis (September 16) but not as far north as Madison or Duluth. Hope to meet you on the trip. By the way, Robb Royer will be at the Nashville event. I think. Who knows, where Robb is concerned?

Sylvia, thanks for the kind words. It’s hard to look through a camera viewfinder in Bangkok without finding something that makes you push the shutter release. And photos are wonderfully evocative in the way they suggest story. (By the way, I didn’t take any of these, as much as I’d like to claim credit. They’re all from the Web.)

Rachel — I’m going to post the whole tour schedule in the next week or two. I don’t want to put it up too early since I’m not leaving California until August 28. And you’d probably be as enchanted by Thailand, if you were to go, as most visitors are. While it’s true that the gulf between rich and poor is extraordinarily wide — three percent of Thais own 95 percent of the Kingdom’s assets — the daily grace and equanimity of the people is striking and inspirational. It always makes me feel fat, greasy, overcompensated, needlessly aggrieved, and insufficiently grateful.

Thank you, Jen — I think you and Peter (see below) are the only people here who have actually had a chance to read the book at this point, and I’m very happy that you think the pictures capture something about it.

And Peter, you’re right — in fact, the whole “children in monasteries” thing was an excuse to use that beautiful photo. There are no children in monasteries in BREATHING WATER, although one child in the book has taken refuge in a monastery and been deeply changed before his reappearance in Poke’s life. As for having me talk over the photos, they’re actually sort of sequenced to support an overview that I’ll present live while the pictures (there are about 80 of them) flash on the screen. There’s a musical score, too, taken from the wonderful imaginary soundtrack Stephen Cohn wrote for A NAIL THROUGH THE HEART, which you can hear on the NAIL page.

10. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
July 20th, 2009 at 2:28 pm 

Jen, the photo with the beggar and the baby calls to mind The Pieta. The images are so pure, so simple, yet so rich and complex — kinda like Tim’s writing….

11. Brynne Sissom Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 10:11 am 

Hello All,
As I have a past life in Thailand/Siam, What about a retreat for all of us so Tim can show us around all at once. We’d have the common bond of love of Thailand plus his stories.

12. Sarah Says: 
September 5th, 2009 at 1:28 pm 

Oh yes I love the pictures, Thanks. I am a slow reader but I just love this book. I love the little boy in the beginning and these pictures help, even IF your writing is so good that it evokes so much more than these pictures.


So Why Does He Stay?

July 22nd, 2009

Given how much darkness is in my Bangkok novels, why would Poke want to live there?  Why would anyone want to live there?

How about because it’s the most cheerful big city in the world?
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(The yellow bracelet contains a blessing for the King.)

With some of the planet’s most beautiful kids?
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Where every male serves time as a monk?
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Because it has one of the world’s most dazzling modern sklyines?
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And one of the most exotic?
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Because  it’s made up of magical neighborhoods?
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Where faith is part of daily life?
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Or because paradise is a couple of hours away?
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Or just down the block?
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Or is it just that Bangkok is the capital of the land of smiles?
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Or is it just because it’s Bangkok, and there’s no other city like it?
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18 Responses to “So Why Does He Stay?”

1. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
July 22nd, 2009 at 10:18 pm 

S-I-G-H . . . . . . 

Absolutely gorgeous. Thank you, Tim.

2. Sylvia Says: 
July 23rd, 2009 at 2:40 am 

These are just beautiful.

I’ve never been so tempted to head over on the next flight…

3. Sean Bunzick Says: 
July 23rd, 2009 at 4:51 am 

I think Tim nailed it regarding the appeal of Bangkok. When I’m in the kingdom, Chiang Mai is my home and Mae Hong Son is a close Numbah Two but there IS something about Bangkok that gets you no matter what. I’ve been going to Krung Thep since 1987 and it’s one of my favorite cities in the world.
Sure, many of us men go for the girls in Bangkok and I still enjoy spending time in Soi Cowboy, Washington Square and the Thermae but there is so much MORE to be taken into consideration here. Yes, the prices are pure piracy compared to what we pay upcountry, the traffic is a form of motorized hell and the Bangkok Thai can be nearly as pushy as New Yorkers but the real beauty of this town, the real magic of the Big Mango, is that if you just wait a few minutes, you’ll see, hear, smell, taste, feel or simply just experience something that will make you smile, make you laugh, make you put on a “What The Hell Was That All About?” expression on your face. That’s when it gets to be pure sanuk but also a thinking man’s pleasure as well. And once you’ve learned some of the unwritten rules of Bangkok, you know how to deal with the wide variety of annoyances in the Siamese capital. Hell, besides all the sanuk I’ve had with the ‘ying, the booze, the food, the people I’ve met and taking the dirt-cheap Nonthaburi ferry up the Chao Phraya, the one thing I truly owe Bangkok is all the inspiration it has given me over the years as a writer.
Likewise, as Tim pointed out, if you’ve had enough of the City of Questionable Angels, it doesn’t take long to get free of it; Chiang Mai is an hour’s flight north…

4. Laren Bright Says: 
July 23rd, 2009 at 9:24 am 

Well, heck. Now the question is, Why does Tim come back?

Okay, I know the answer (has to do with rack of lamb & Munyin — not in that order). Nonetheless, wow.

5. Phil Hanson Says: 
July 23rd, 2009 at 12:21 pm 

Stunning photos, Tim, that capture the essence of a vibrant city and reveal that city’s true human potential. Although it’s tragic that racketeering and corruption have defiled one of the world’s great and beautiful cities (well, okay, all of them), Bangkok’s people–with all their positivity–seem oblivious to it. How do they do that?

6. Peter Says: 
July 24th, 2009 at 12:47 am 

Hmm, I have some vacation time coming up …
=================
Detectives Beyond Borders
“Because Murder Is More Fun Away From Home”
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/
7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 24th, 2009 at 10:09 am 

Thanks so much to all of you. Your responses make me think I should do more in the books to explain Poke’s love of Bangkok, but it’s something I’ve taken for granted for decades and I forget to focus on it.

When thinking about Bangkok’s dark side, remember that this city has grown by almost seven million people in the last 5-6 years, and that those people are impoverished and completely unfamiliar with city life. In other words, they’re sitting ducks. And we also have to remember that there is a class of people in Thailand who are literally unaccountable for anything they do — they simply won’t be brought to justice or even exposed in the news. (These people play a large role in BREATHING WATER.) Put those two factors together, and you’ve got the dark side. And for all the attention the sex trade gets, it’s small potatoes compared to some of the other exploitation that takes place.

I think Phil’s question is a good one — how, given all the problems they face, do the Thais remain so positive? (And they do — I could do a whole post just of Thai smiles, and they come from people at all levels of society, although the powerful seem to smile less often.) I think the answer is Theravada Buddhism, probably the world’s most beautiful and forgiving religion. I believe that you can measure the worth of a religion by how happy it makes the people who practice it, and on that scale, Theravada Buddhism wins in a walk.

Anyone who wants to go to Bangkok should wait until I’m there. I’m a great guide, and I can say that in all immodesty.

Thanks again for these enthusiastic reactions. There are dozens of other things I could have mentioned — for example, that Bangkok is the best restaurant city on earth at the moment — and I mean from top-of-the-line establishments all the way down to street food.

Maybe I will do the smiles collection.

8. Stefan Says: 
July 24th, 2009 at 7:36 pm 

Tim, having spent time with you in that city on a few occasions, I can attest to your skill as a guide.

I wish I could say “wish we were there now” but it wouldn’t be true. Bangkok has always been a mix of the light and the dark, which is part of what makes your recent novels so interesting. ALL the beauty is authentic, but so too are the “puuyai” who are unaccountable, the poorer classes who are invisible unless/until they explode individually or collectively, and visitors who seem recently released from prison.

The pictures are beautiful and the people are wonderful. But they are ill-served by a power structure which seems to respond to the ongoing tourist-decline by operations like this:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/8154497.stm
It’s the contrast of the sublime and the twisted that makes that city so unique. I’m glad I got a chance to live there. I don’t know if I would do so again.

s

9. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 24th, 2009 at 9:05 pm 

Yeah, there are some real a**holes, especially among the cops and their partners in crime. And this is a relatively new development in a country that used to prize tourism so highly that a farang practically had to commit murder to get hassled.

Still, it’s a very small number of people, given the millions who pass through Suvarnaphumi every year, and it seems easy enough to avoic: stay out of the duty free shops.

By the way, one of the more amusing pieces of corruption around the airport (which was a huge open drain for public money) was that the people who run the place leased out 150% of the available retail space. That’s right — half again as much space as there actually was. See, those people belong to the unaccountable class.

10. Philip Coggan Says: 
July 26th, 2009 at 6:31 pm 

Very nice photos – perhaps some day a coffee-table book on Poke’s Bangkok?

11. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 27th, 2009 at 9:33 pm 

“Coffee” would be the operative word, too, Philip, given Poke’s addiction to it, which is not at all, not even the tiniest bit, autobiographical. There’s a line somewhere in BREATHING WATER that’s something like, Rafferty swallows the day’s first coffee. An invisible film between him and the rest of the world begins to dissolve.” 

I’d love to do a coffee-table book on Poke’s Bangkok. It wouldn’t be like any of the others.

12. Dana King Says: 
July 29th, 2009 at 9:41 am 

A co-worker just got back from three weeks in Thailand and Laos, with pictures. I’m not a tropical greenery guy, much preferring Rocky Mountain-type terrain, but I was struck 9stricken?) by the beauty of Thai vegetation. My friend was effusive over how well everyone treated him and how much he enjoyed himself.

I never really wondered why Poke stayed. Rose and Miaow are Thailand to him, as much as the beautiful scenery and friendly people on one hand, and the corruption and poverty on the other. He could no more take them away from Thailand than he could grow orchids in Antarctica.

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 29th, 2009 at 10:20 pm 

That’s right on, Dana — and that’s one of the keys his to determination in BREATHING WATER, where one possible future is his being forced to leave the Kingdom, with no way to take them with him.

It’s a beautiful country although the people are the most beautiful thing about it. For sheer scenic beauty, Vietnam is the regional winner.

14. Stefan Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 5:04 am 

Tim’s right about Vietnam, and anyone who’s read books by Tim Page, or DISPATCHES by Michael Herr knows that even those there in the midst of war were struck by the scenic beauty of that country. Just looking at a map…how could a country in that spot NOT be gorgeous?

I’m going to go out on a politically incorrect limb and nominate Myanmar (aka Burma) for breath-impeding beauty, not only in terms of scenery but in terms of its people, both old and young, male and female. I was only there two weeks but wish I could have spent longer. It was never an easy country, and few are more internally rife with the stinking rot of corruption and contempt as the ruling military officials, but if you dial that rot down a bit…you’re not that far from the powerbrokers in any of the ASEAN countries (Singapore is the flyer here).

Great people, great scenery…governance, err, ahem…

Stefan

15. Sarah Says: 
October 23rd, 2010 at 11:48 am 

Meg Whitman is the antithesis of every face there. I would want to be there too. If she wins . . . oh gosh . . if Carly Fiorina wins – well got to go make some calls for the Democrats hopefully from Morgan Freeman’s office on 2nd street. Every extra penney to try and defeat Fiorina. Enough politics Sarah

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
October 23rd, 2010 at 12:27 pm 

No kidding, Sarah. I wish I liked anybody running for any office in California. What a bunch of hacks.

17. Lyn McGrath Says: 
December 31st, 2010 at 9:24 pm 

I live in Japan part time and Buffalo, New York the rest of the time. I wanted to visit Bangkok after reading all your books which I just devoured. My husband introduced me to your books and has read all 9 of them. However, I read the U.S. state dept warnings, the virtual tourist web site as well as the above and I guess I will pass. I have Japanese friends here who loved Thailand but went with tours from Japan. Don’t know if those are better or not. Are they?

Oh course, you can easily get shot and killed in Buffalo if you aren’t careful. So where are you really safe?

Again, we LOVE your books. Thanks for writing them. We have suggested them to all our family and friends!

18. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 31st, 2010 at 10:39 pm 

Hi, Lyn –

Just go. Bangkok is an enormous city and even at the height of the riots, 90 percent of the people who live there were unaffected. Bad things can happen anywhere at any time.

I’d let the next 2-3 months go by because the government has postponed an election it’s sure to lose if the voting is straight (you read BREATHING WATER, so you know what all that’s about), but if things are cool by March, go on over. The Japanese are too careful by half.

If you do go, PLEASE give yourself two extra days and fly to Siem Reap in Cambodia to spend at least one full day at Angkor. I’ve seen all the things (except Macchu Pichu) that are supposed to be the world’s most beautiful man-made achievement, and Angkor wins in a walk.

Thanks for writing, and thanks for reading all the books. Got four more coming in the next 5 months – 2 more older Simeons, another Junior, and the first new Simeon in 15 years. And then, really late in the year, THE FEAR ARTIST, the fifth Poke.

All best,

Tim


THE NEVERENDING TOUR — PART ONE

July 27th, 2009

If my luck holds and the car keeps running, here’s the first third (or so) of the BREATHING WATER tour. In most stores, I’ll be doing a PowerPoint presentation on Poke Rafferty’s Bangkok, setting up the world of BREATHING WATER.  This is a technique I’ve stolen from the excellent writer Eric Stone, and I feel vaguely ashamed of the theft, but not sufficiently ashamed not to do it.  It beats me standing up there, boring everyone senseless.

Anyway, here’s the first third, roughly:

CALIFORNIA

Thursday, August 20, 6:00 PM — Small World Books, Venice, CA

Friday, August 21, 7:00 PM — The Mystery Bookstore, Westwood, CA

Saturday, August 22, 2:30 PM, Mysteries to Die For, Thousand Oaks, CA

Sunday, August 23, 2:30 PM, Book ‘Em Mysteries, Pasadena, CA

Thursday, August 27, 7:00 PM, Mysterious Galaxy, San Diego, CA

ARIZONA

Friday, August 28, 5:00 PM, Clues Unlimited, Tucson, AZ

Saturday, August 29, 2:00 PM, The Poisoned Pen, Phoenix/Scottdale, AZ

COLORADO

Thursday, September 3, 5:30 PM, Murder By the Book, Denver (there will be cake!)

KANSAS

Friday, September 4, 7:00 PM, The Raven, Lawrence, KS

Saturday, September 5, 1 PM, I Love a Mystery, Mission, KS

In all these locations, I promise to be affable and answer any and all questions, including, “Where do you get your ideas?” although I may not be completely honset and admit that I get them mainly from other writers.

If you’re in any of these neighborhoods, please stop by.  I get really, really lonely when no one shows up.
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20 Responses to “THE NEVERENDING TOUR — PART ONE”

1. suzanna Says: 
July 27th, 2009 at 8:47 pm 

Hi, Tim

No San Mateo stop this year??? Boo! I hope it’s added later. 

By the way, you are incapable of boring me EVER but I do hope I get to see your Powerpoint presentation. Loved the pics you’ve been posting and am really really enjoying the book! I’ll have my questions ready this time so I hope I get to ask you a few in San Mateo.

S

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 27th, 2009 at 9:38 pm 

Suzanna — I think I’ll be in San Mateo on October 2, if we can work it out, on the way down the coast from Seattle and Portland. I’ve also got the West Hollywood Book Fair on October 4 and Flintridge Bookstore on October 15, but I held onto those to try to announce them closer chronologically to when they’ll take place.

And thanx for axing.

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 27th, 2009 at 9:41 pm 

Oh, and Fifty Men of Mystery in Anaheim On Saturday, November 21 in Anaheim.

And more to come.

4. Rachel Brady Says: 
July 28th, 2009 at 8:15 am 

Can we pretend like this is the game “Clue” and I make a guess and you show a card? In other words… skipping ahead in your calendar, any plans for Texas?

P.S. The expression I’m being asked to type to verify I’m not a bot is “39 microbes.” I kinda like that.

5. Suzanna Says: 
July 29th, 2009 at 8:29 pm 

Hi, Tim

Hope that the 2nd works out for San Mateo. Let us know! And if you’re swinging through the Bay Area on your way down from WA and OR give us a shout! We’d love to see you.

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
July 29th, 2009 at 10:17 pm 

Rachel — I’ll be at Murder By the Book in Houston on Tuesday, September 8 at 6:30. The first 12,000 fans get a Poke Rafferty sun visor.

And Zanna, I’m on for San Mateo — October 2 at 7 PM. Will have dog and pony ready to do show.

Thanks to both of you for asking.

7. Suzanna Says: 
July 29th, 2009 at 10:33 pm 

Excellent. I’ll bring some hay and dog biscuits for your friends. Bad joke, sorry.

8. Dana King Says: 
July 31st, 2009 at 7:01 am 

If you come to the Baltimore/DC area I can pretty much guarantee at least two attendees. It doesn’t seem like much, but with my personality, friends are hard to come by and my coercion efforts are limited by Maryland’s restrictive gun laws.

9. Rachel Brady Says: 
July 31st, 2009 at 10:31 am 

Hi Tim,

Fantastic! It’s on my calendar.

Rachel

10. Sharai Says: 
July 31st, 2009 at 7:47 pm 

I’m looking forward to San Mateo! But the real reason I’m writing is to share my captcha – ‘choke America!’

11. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
July 31st, 2009 at 8:29 pm 

I’m too angry for words. Kansas? KANSAS? and NOT LAS VEGAS??????? Grrrrrrrrrrr……

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 1st, 2009 at 11:16 am 

Dana, no Baltimore or DC, I’m afraid — just not going that far east. Columbus, Ohio is the easternmost point.

Rachel — I can’t wait to meet you.

Sharai — You just better show, especially since it’ll be a twofer — the wonderful Wendy Hornsby will be there, too, with her first new Maggie McGowen mystery in years. She’s a terrific writer.

Cynthia — start a mystery bookstore in Vegas and I’ll visit it. There’s just nothing I know of there except for the big chains, and I don’t stop at the chains because, generally speaking, the local staff has no say in which books are ordered. So I focus on stores that specialize in mystery/thriller books and control their own inventory.

But I’m sorry — I’d love an excuse to go to Vegas.

And Sharai, my Captcha is HADDAD warthog. Sort of a slur, I think.

13. Zelda Says: 
August 9th, 2009 at 1:49 pm 

I hope the San Mateo date works out since I am about 20 minutes from there.

14. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 9th, 2009 at 3:43 pm 

Hi, Zelda — San Mateo is on, with a bonus — the wonderful Wendy Hornsby will also be there, talking about her new Maggie McGowen book, IN THE GUISE OF MERCY.

See you there, I hope.

15. Ken Mahieu Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 3:15 am 

You obviously use one of those USA wall maps where California is huge and everything shrinks disproportionately as you move to the right – until you come to within an inch of the right border where the Mississippi River is, followed by all the states to the east (home to 92.7% of USA book readers).

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 6:45 pm 

Ahhhh, Ken — you malign me. Although I won’t be going to the eastern seaboard (I hear they have one), I’ll actually be east of the Old Miss for quite a while. The whole tour, which totals about 7,000 miles is LA, San Diego, Tucson, Phoenix, Colorado Springs, Denver, Kansas City, Houston, New Orleans, Oxford (Miss), Nashville, Memphis, St. Louis, Indianapolis, Columbus OH, Seattle, Portland OR, San Mateo CA and home again.

I would have done some of the eastern seaboard but my publishers didn’t think it was worth my going to NY, and I was already set to be on the road for almost six weeks — AND I have a book to write, so I called it quits at what I already had. Where are you?

17. Larissa Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 6:57 pm 

Holy crap! You’re coming to Mission KS?? As in 10 minutes from my house? That’s awesome. I will be there. [image: image92.png]


 

Neat!

18. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 10:04 pm 

Will be there, Riss — at I Love a Mystery on Saturday, September 5 at 1 PM. With a presentation, complete with visuals and music, on Bangkok as a fictional setting.

Really hope to see you there.

19. Brynne Sissom Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 10:15 am 

Tim,
HOUSTON is NOT NOT NOT 10 minutes from my house! You must change it to DALLAS!!!! Hurry! Fix it! I’ll have to get on Southwest to make it happen…Who cares about Houston Hobby…you must come to Love Field in DALLAS!

20. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 12:36 pm 

Brynne — Looks like we’ll meet up in Dallas after all. Problem is that the Dallas Bookstores weren’t enthusiastic about hosting me, while Murder By the Book in Houston leapt at the chance.

So there we are. On a tour like this one, a city is as good as its bookstores.


Preview of Coming Attraction

July 31st, 2009

Well, sort of.

Starting next week, I’m going to put the first three chapters of BREATHING WATER up on this site, one at a time for three weeks.  (Let’s see — three chapters, one at a time, one each week, would be — phew.  Got it right.)
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And there will be a question at the end of each chapter.  Anyone who answers all three questions correctly will be entered into a drawing for a free copy of the actual book, with a cover and words and everything, scribbled in by me.

So tune in and answer the questions.  At some time in the distant future, signed first editions of BREATHING WATER will be on eBay for as much as $19.95.  Plus shipping, of course.
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2 Responses to “Preview of Coming Attraction”

1. Merrilee Faber Says: 
August 1st, 2009 at 3:00 am 

Oh I’m looking forward to this!

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 10:02 pm 

Merrilee –

It’s up, and I’ve upped the number of give-away copies from three to five. Come play with us.


And Now, Just in from Afghanistan . . .

August 3rd, 2009

I have an Internet acquaintance,  whom I’m not certain I should name, who’s on duty in Afghanistan.We first met, virtually speaking, when he became one of a surprisingly large number of people who wrote to tell me I didn’t know my elbow from a teakettle about firearms because I had a scene in A NAIL THROUGH THE HEART in which Poke flipped off the safety on his Glock.  Anybody who could be trusted with a firearm, even a fictional firearm, he said, would know that Glocks don’t have safeties.  I sent a reply to the effect that in fact, Glock itself, right on its own website, recommends a company that manufactures safeties for their automatics, and that Poke had availed himself of that option because he and Rose have a child in the house.

Anyway, we struck up a conversation, and now that my friend has returned to Afghanistan he sends me what he calls “Afghanograms.”  These pictures, which I really wanted to share with you, are from the most recent Afghanogram.
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and . . .
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I hope you like these.

By the way, Muslims in the south of Thailand have now killed more than 3.600 Thai Buddhists, and have beheaded more than 45 Thais, including Buddhist monks.  This is a brilliant tactic if the goal is to spread Islamophobia throughout Buddhist Southeast Asia.
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5 Responses to “And Now, Just in from Afghanistan . . .”

1. Lisa Kenney Says: 
August 3rd, 2009 at 9:17 pm 

You have to appreciate gallows humor — the Afghanograms, I mean. Lately, statistics on the number of dead are having a face slapping effect on my psyche. I was unaware of what’s happening in Thailand.

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 3:50 pm 

Hi, Lisa –

The media, always eager to avoid being branded anti-Islam, has criminally underreported the bloodshed in the South. This goes triple for the Thai media, who are just plain cowardly, obviously fearing some sort of retribution.

3. Larissa Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 7:02 pm 

I think they’re pretty funny actually…gruesome and horrid and true but I think making something “light” out of it (in as much as it’s possible) is a good coping method. Anyway. It’s absolutely staggering to consider what’s going on over there right now…which is why I think a lot of people don’t. Or haven’t. or can’t….anyway. Thanks for sharing.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 10:01 pm 

I agree, Riss, and I think this kind of humor is a necessary defense under these circumstances. It’s impossible to imagine what they’re all actually going through.

5. Sarah Says: 
September 2nd, 2009 at 7:11 am 

Ugh …. I also did not know. Horrible horrible insane brutality. It’s like some fiendish insect “Praying Mantis” or spider, but not with the excuse of being an insect. Our physical capsules take such vicious assaults via these twisted intentions, and it is only insects that might still be stupid enough to still not realize we are all connected. The poor people now also in Iraq that are enduring this upsurge in bombings. I still always will question how our government, our military – left football fields of explosives to be unlocked and stolen in the beginning of the war. I still question in my mind, how could that have been done without some horrible knowledge. Anyway, your sentence is the total summing up of the usage of all of these weapons of cruelty and destruction. “This is a brilliant tactic if the goal is to spread Islamophobia throughout Buddhist Southeast Asia.”


Life’s a Bitch . . . and Then You Reincarnate

August 5th, 2009

I’d love to claim credit for that line, but it’s the title of a chapter in Tim Ward’s terrific piece of spiritual tourism, The Great Dragon’s Fleas, which I’m now reading. Sadly out of print but still available used on Amazon, the book is a sort of Pilgrim’s Progress through verious spiritual communities in India, China, and Southeast Asia.  Ward is willing to be dirty, cold, and uncomfortable as he seeks enlightenment, a trait I admire since I’ve always secretly hoped enlightenment would be included with my cable subscription.  (And why not?  The Enlightenment Channel — I’d probably watch that over most of the clutter that cable offers.)
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Anyway, my point:  studying in a Tibetan lamasery in India, Ward is meditating over the following lines:

Search in this complex transient heap/For whatever is thought to be “I”/Seeing it to be empty of self.

The accompanying commentary says, with exquisite understatement, “The gradual expansion of the vision from the universe being a collection of independently self-existing entities to a field of interrelated, insubstantial vibration can be painful and should be cautiously practiced.”

No shit.  Having the self disappear entirely, and the world we believed it ruled dissolve into a kind of fritzing foam of alternating current can be, to put it mildly, disorienting.  Or try terrifying.

When I read this, I had three more or less instantaneous reactions.

First was how powerful, concise, and clear the commentary was.  I literally laughed out loud in admiration.

The second reaction reveals my age: I thought, that’s what a bad trip was about, back in the palmy days of psychedelics.  Not being able to fight terror at the simultaneous loss of self and our trusted road maps.

Third was that Buddhism and cosmology/particle physics really point in the same direction.

Not until later did I start to think about its implications for writing.  I think ideally, at least as far as the reader is concerned, the writer should disincorporate to be reincarnated, at least in fragments, as the book’s characters.  Few things put me off a book more quickly than the writer suddenly elbowing into the narrative with a clever or quasi-profound observation that can’t be attributed to any of the people in the book.  I’m always left thinking, Who said that? And after I have that reaction three or four times, reading the book begins to be a little too much like hanging with the bore at a party who starts to tell you a story about someone else and winds up talking about himself.  A short anecdote about running into someone you both know turns into twenty minutes of setting the stage about why the speaker was there, what in the speaker’s life (often beginning with childhood) put him into that place at that time, what the speaker thought/felt/did, and most often said, during the encounter.  (The words that tune me out of a conversation most quickly are, “And then I said . . .”)

The story about the third person is gone.  What’s left is the bore.

I may be oversensitive to this because I have to fight it all the time.  Keeping myself and my opinions from making unattributed appearances (preferably in crimson ink, like the old Red-Letter Gospels) requires vigilence.  But I think it’s worth it; I think writers need to die, as far as their narratives are concerned.  We need the characters and the world they live in, without Authorial Presence.  Or at least, I do.
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15 Responses to “Life’s a Bitch . . . and Then You Reincarnate”

1. Walt Pascoe Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 1:27 pm 

This is a really interesting insight. As a reader, I have instinctively felt this dynamic at work in less successful narratives, but hadn’t made the mental effort to articulate exactly what it was that made it so annoying, distracting, and ultimately ineffectual. It’s enlightening to hear it analyzed from the perspective of a writer.
It also brings to mind a passage I’ve been dwelling on (o.k., obsessing on)from “Speaking With The Dead” by Jürgen Pieters p.125-6 :
“Of all the definitions that Barthes gave of the act of writing(it would be possible to collect a stunning anthology), the following is one of the most fascinating. It occurs in the preface to the 1964 collection of his Essais Critiques: ‘Inevitably, to write is to remain silent. To write, in a certain sense, is to be silent like the dead, to become the person to whom the last reply is denied. To write is from the very beginning to grant that last reply to the other.’…”

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 3:53 pm 

That’s exactly right, Walt. To write is to be silent. Other people get both the last and the first word, and we should also leave it to the reader to supply the ultimate response. Another thing I’m losing patience with are writers who tell me how to feel about what happens in their books.

Once again, though, I have to admit that I’m extra-aware of this because I have a tendency to over-explain things myself.

3. Greg Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 9:31 pm 

What you guys were discussing reminds me of a device I’ve seen used in some films where the actor looks into the camera and talks to the audience. I really don’t care for that. It pulls me out of the story because the actors aren’t supposed to know I’m watching, are they? It seems like a self- conscious thing to do and draws attention to the actor outside of the context of the story.

It seems like some very good writers have done a similar thing – I’m thinking of Anthony Trollope in Barchester Towers – where, in the midst of the story, the narrator startles me by saying, “my dear reader,” and proceeds to tell me that I need not worry that so and so is going to end up with a certain person, which would be a travesty and therefore is not going to happen. Whew, that’s a load off my mind – or did it just wreck a perfectly good piece of suspense? 

Is this at all what you guys were talking about and if so, what do you think of it? Does it break the author’s silence and become a distraction for you or is Trollope so damn good that he pulls it off? In truth it didnt bother me much but it did remind me that I was a reader – and just when I was enjoying the advantage of my invisibility cloak . 

Was the “my dear reader shtick something that was done exclusively in that period? I don’t recall having seen it in contemporary works.

4. Greg Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 9:34 pm 

PS: the captcha that just showed up is simians bedroom. I think I remember that from The Bone Polisher.

5. Lisa Kenney Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 9:37 pm 

This is almost spooky. This concept almost came to me last night. I was on the edge of breaking through to this thought but I didn’t quite make it all the way there. But that’s it. It is so simple and so profound and so true and yet, I’m not sure I’ve ever heard anyone talk about it before. Thanks Tim.

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 9:58 pm 

Thanks to you, Lisa for finding your way through half a dozen inept tweets to leave a comment here. Can’t wait to see you in Denver.

Greg — There’s always an exception, and Trollope is one, in this case. He is such a presence in his narrative — the sane, bluff, goodhearted Englishman, telling us a story he knows will delight us — especially in the Barset books, which are relatively early, that we never mind it when he drops the veil and speaks up. And then, of course, the Barsets are in comic mode, and we’ll forgive a writer almost anything if he or she makes us laugh. I laughed out loud when Trollope simply dispensed with four or five potential plotlines just to ease the reader’s mind.

There is no rule, however universal, that a genius can’t break. But artists need to know the rules, and the reasons for them, before receiving an artistic license that permits breaking them.

7. Lisa Kenney Says: 
August 5th, 2009 at 10:13 pm 

In thinking about Greg’s comment — wouldn’t you say that in the case of Trollope (who I shamefacedly admit I still haven’t read), I’m assuming he is addressing the reader in an omniscient voice and therefore, it’s really not Trollope’s voice coming through. And in some meta-fiction where often the reader is addressed as an intentional literary device — Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler is a good example of this — I think that’s fine too.

I think even in these cases, the point is probably still apt because the voice addressing the reader shouldn’t be the writer at all, but the fictional voice the writer creates. Even in those cases, the writer should disappear — which may be even more difficult than in cases with a narrative that does not include an omniscient narrator. 

Or — I may be out in left field.

8. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 6th, 2009 at 3:07 pm 

Lisa, you are so on. That’s precisely right, and I didn’t know how to say it. Trollope, who was in real life a complex man who’d been ignored by his mother (a writer, by the way — and in two of his books the woman who supports her children by writing leaves a great deal to be desired) . . . as I was saying a long time ago, he was in real life very complicated, and that bluff, hearty, commensensical voice was part of the fictional world he was creating. It was the kind of world this kind of person would tell us about, and you could rely on it to reflect his values, or to be roundly disparaged when it failed to do so.

GREAT perspective. 

See what you started, Walt? Greg?

9. Walt Pascoe Says: 
August 6th, 2009 at 3:48 pm 

I don’t think you’re way out in left field at all, Lisa. What you guys are touching on rings true to me. There is an analogue in my world (visual arts) that I have always found extremely difficult to articulate. It has to do w/ Tim’s statement:
“There is no rule, however universal, that a genius can’t break. But artists need to know the rules, and the reasons for them, before receiving an artistic license that permits breaking them.”

This dynamic was excruciatingly apparent in the decades following the initial blossoming of post war abstract expressionism, when a host of earnest young artists decided that they could skip all the years of rigorous technical practice underpinning the work of someone like Bill de Kooning, and just start getting all emo and flinging paint around as if they were instinctively brilliant at the ripe old age of 25.
Or my other favorite example:Improvisational Jazz. How tedious is it to listen to a middling player try to be as spontaneous as John Coltrane w/o having mastered all the classical antecedents that make the “real thing” possible in the first place.
I find it extremely difficult to talk about this notion w/o sounding like a pedantic old scold. But there is something deeply significant about having to “walk the walk”, put in the years of disciplined apprenticeship, before you get to go ape shit disregarding every convention in sight. 

OK rant over. Hope I haven’t gotten to far off topic, Tim. Thanks to all for the stimulating bit of conversation.

10. Walt Pascoe Says: 
August 6th, 2009 at 4:11 pm 

And we can see who is NOT a skilled writer around here, as I tack on this concluding bit:
The “silence” is in essence a form of apprenticeship. A putting aside of the notion that “I” must express my (oh so important)self right now. And instead giving oneself over to the capital P Practice.And the irony is that only by negating ones authorship, is it ultimately achieved in spades down the road almost despite ones “self”.

11. Lisa Kenney Says: 
August 6th, 2009 at 7:35 pm 

Well said Tim and Walt. I just love this topic.

12. Greg Says: 
August 6th, 2009 at 9:36 pm 

Yes, this has been a very enjoyable and insightful conversation. Thank you.

It started me thinking about good acting versus bad and how someone like Meryl Streep can embody a character so thoroughly and unobtrusively that one would swear she was the person she was portraying. Silent authorship? 

Pretty much the antithesis of Jon Lovitz’s “Acting” skit on SNL where all you could see was Jon Lovitz whether he was Goldilocks or the King of England.

I want to be able to enjoy the art without any interference from the artist. Whoops. That stampeding sound I just heard was all my little “darlings”
being herded out of my work in progress.

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 7th, 2009 at 2:39 pm 

Wow. I should try to be serious more often if it provokes discussion like this. Walt, I’m in complete agreement; the requirement that mastery should precede experimentation holds true in both writing and the visual arts. Every now and then one comes across someone who has never written/painted/composed anything and who turns out something astonishing, but usually it turns out to be one of two things — the debut of a prodigious talent, or the one-shot triumph of someone whose subsequent career will be a disappointment. 

And, yes, learning to get out of the way of the story and the characters is an important landmark in a writer’s development. And Greg, the Lovitz bit is exactly right (and really funny) although it can also be a parallel to the work of a writer who just can’t create characters who don’t think and talk just like him, and produces a sort of puppet show where all the puppet have the same voice.

My captcha is “vodka either”

14. Larissa Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 7:32 pm 

So I didn’t really read all the comments like I probably should but to make a note about the first ones and the topic of the blog post-I tend to think it’s really funny and interesting when the fourth wall is broken…assuming it’s done correctly. I think Nabakov does a great job of it, so does Tom Robbins…when it’s done well it can be a really interesting sort of spin on the narrative…sort of the thing that Tim O’Brian is always talking about when he’s making his point about how a story can make you believe anything is true-by breaking through the fourth wall i think the author is showing us that anything can be manipulated-even that which we think has a set format and is supposed to be happening right in front of our eyes and all that..it holds us accountable in some ways..we are the reader, we are the audience and as such I think it’s nice to be addressed sometimes, just to see if we’re paying attention. I dunno. I tend to appreciate it in small chunks.

15. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 9:59 pm 

Hey, Riss — I agree, when it’s done right it can be very effective. I think my favorite film version is in “Tom Jones” when Joyce Redmon, as a trollop who’s just learned that the young stud she’s been shagging is probably her son, turns to camera and gives a perfect, “Who knew?” shrug.

I’m currently reading David Mitchell’s “Number9dream,” which is my favorite book of the year so far, and he keeps peeking around the first-person narration by giving this relatively ordinary Japanese kid some of the most breathtaking observations I’ve ever read. God, what a book.


Read It and Win — BREATHING WATER, CH. 1

August 7th, 2009

Three weeks before the book is unleashed on an unsuspecting world, here’s Chapter One of BREATHING WATER, preceded by the 30-second video promo that Shadoe Stevens produced for me.

Watch and read carefully, because there will be a quiz.  At the end of the chapter you’ll find a multiple-choice question.  I’ll be posting another chapter and another question once a week for the next two weeks.  At the end of the posting period, I’ll drop into a hat (or something) the names of the people who answered all three questions accurately, assuming that anyone plays that long.  The owners of the three names I draw will be sent free signed copies of the book, copies that will ultimately be worth, oh, ten to twelve dollars on eBay.

Okay?  Link to 30-second video, chapter, question.  Just respond with the answer and any enthusiastic comments you might like to make about the quality of the writing, the depth of the characterization, the vividness of the setting, or whatever else strikes you as praiseworthy.  You can criticize, too, and I won’t even hold it against you if I draw your name.

Here goes.

Video:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_ThwWON14c
1.

Pinch It

The man behind the desk is a dim shape framed by blinding light, a god emerging from the brilliance of infinity.  The god says, “Why not the bars?  You’re pretty enough.”

The girl has worked a finger into the ragged hole in the left knee of her jeans.  The knee got scraped when the two men grabbed her, and she avoids the raw flesh.  She raises a hand to shield her eyes so she can look at him, but the light is too bright.  ”I can’t.  I tried for two nights.  I can’t.”

“You’ll get used to it.”  The god puts a foot on the desk. The foot is shielded from the light by the bulk of his body, and she can see that it is shod in a very thin, very pale loafer.  The sole is so shiny the shoe might never have been worn before.  The shoe probably cost more than the girl’s house.

The girl says, “I don’t want to get used to it.”  She shifts a few inches right on the couch, trying to avoid the light.

“It’s a lot of money.  Money you could send home.”

“Home is gone,” the girl says.

It’s a trifle, and he waves it away.  ”Even better.  You could buy clothes, jewelry, a nice phone.  I could put you into a bar tonight.”

The girl just looks down and works her finger around inside the hole.  The skin around the scraped knee is farm-dark, as dark as the skin on her hand.

“Okay,” the man says.  ”Up to you.”  He lights a cigarette, the lighter’s flame briefly revealing a hard face with small, thick-lidded eyes, broad nostrils, pitted skin, oiled hair.  Not a god, then, unless very well disguised.  He waves the smoke away, toward her.  The smoke catches the light to form a pale nimbus like the little clouds at which farmers aim prayers in the thin-dirt northeast, where the girl comes from.  ”But this isn’t easy, either,” he says.

She pulls her head back slightly from the smoke.  ”I don’t care.”

The man drags on the cigarette again and puts it out, only two puffs down.  Then he leans back in his chair, perilously close to the floor-to-ceiling window behind him.  ”Don’t like the light, do you?  Don’t like to be looked at.  Must be a problem with a face like yours.  You’re worth looking at.”

The girl says, “Why do you sit there?  It’s not polite to make your visitors go blind.”

“I’m not a polite guy,” says the man behind the desk.  ”But it’s not my fault.  I put my desk here before they silvered those windows.”   The building across Sathorn Road, a sea-green spire, has reflective coating on all its windows, creating eighteen stories of mirrors that catch the falling sun every evening.  ”It’s fine in the morning,” he says. “It’s just now that it gets a little bright.”

“It’s rude.”

The man behind the desk says, “So fucking what?”  He pulls his foot off the desk and lets the back of his chair snap upright.  ”You don’t like it, go somewhere else.”

The girl lowers her head.  After a moment, she says, “If I try to beg, I’ll just get dragged back here.”

The man sits motionless.  The light in the room dims slightly as the sun begins to drop behind the rooftops.  Then he says, “That’s right.”  He takes a new cigarette and puts it in his mouth.  ”We get forty percent.  Pratunam.”

She tries to meet his eyes, but the reflections are still too bright.  ”I’m sorry?”

“Pra . . . tu . . . nam,” he says, enunciating each syllable as though she is stupid.  ”Don’t you even know where Pratunam is?”

She starts to shake her head and stops.  ”I’ll find it.”

“You won’t have to find it.  You’ll be taken there.  You can’t just sit anywhere.  You’ll work the pavement we give you.  Move around, and you’ll probably get beat up, or even brought back here.”  He takes the cigarette out of his mouth, looks at it, and breaks it in half.  He drops the pieces irritably into the ashtray.

“Is it a good place?”

“Lots of tourists,” he says.  ”I wouldn’t give it to you if you weren’t prrtty.”  He picks up the half of the cigarette with the filter on it, puts it in his mouth, and lights it.  Then he reaches under the desk and does something, and the girl hears the lock on the door snap closed.  ”You want to do something nice for me?”

“No,” the girl says.  ”If I wanted to do that, I’d work in the bar.”

“I could make you.”

“You could get a fingernail in your eye, too.”

The man regards her for a moment and then grunts.  The hand goes back under the desk and the lock clicks again.  ”Aahhh, you’d probably be a dead fish anyway.”  He takes a deep drag and scrubs the tip of the cigarette against the bottom of the ashtry, scribbles something on a pad, rips off the page, and holds it out.  His eyes follow her as she gets up to take it.  ”It’s an address,” he says.  ”Go there tonight, you can sleep there.  We’ll pick you up at 6:30 in the morning.  You’ll work from seven to four, when the night girl takes over.”  He glances at a gold watch, as thin as a dime, on his right wrist.  In English, he says, “How’s your English?”

“Can talk some.”

“Can you say, ‘Please sir?  Please ma’am?  Hungry’?”

“Please, sir,” the girl says.  ”Please, ma’am.”  A flush of color mounts her dark cheeks.  ”Hungry.”

“Good,” the man says.  ”Go away.”

She turns to go, and his phone buzzes.  He picks up the receiver.

“What?” he says.  Then he says to the girl, “Wait.”  Into the receiver, he says, “Good. Bring it in.”  A moment later an immaculately groomed young woman in a silk business suit comes in, carrying a bundle of rags.  She holds it away from her, her mouth pulled tight, as though are insects crawling on it.

“Give it to her,” the man says.  ”And you,” he says, “don’t lose it, and don’t drop it.  These things don’t grow on trees.”

The young woman glances without interest at the girl in the torn jeans and hands the bundle to her.  The bundle is surprisingly heavy, and wet.

The girl opens one end, and a tiny face peers up at her.

“But . . .” she says.  ”Wait.  This — this isn’t–”

“Just be careful with it,” the man says.  ”Anything happens to it, and you’ll be working on your back for years.”

“But I can’t –”

“What’s the matter with you?  Don’t you have brothers and sisters?  Didn’t you spend half your life wiping noses?  Just carry it around on your hip or something.  Be a village girl again.”  To the woman in the suit, he says, “Give her some money and put it on the books.  What’s your name?” he asks the girl holding the baby.

“Da.”

“Buy some milk and some throw-away diapers.  A towel.  Wet-wipes.  Get a small bottle of whiskey and put a little in the milk at night to knock the baby out, or you won’t get any sleep.  Dip the corner of the towel in the milk and let it suck.  Get a blanket to sit on.  Got it?”

“I can’t keep this.”

“Don’t be silly.”  The man gets up, crosses the office, and opens the door, waving her out with his free hand.  ”No foreigner can walk past a girl with a baby,” the man says.  ”When there are foreign women around, pinch it behind the knee.  The crying is good for an extra ten, twenty baht.”

Dazed, holding the wet bundle away from her T-shirt, Da goes to the door.

“We’ll be watching you,” the man says.  ”Sixty for you, forty for us.  Try to pocket anything, and we’ll know.  And then you won’t be happy at all.”

“I don’t steal,” Da says.

“Of course not.”  The man returns to his desk in the darkening office.  ”And remember.  Pinch it.”

* * *

Four minutes later, Da is on the sidewalk, with two hundred fifty baht in her pocket and a wet baby in her arms.  She walks through the lengthening shadows at the aimless pace of someone with nowhere to go, someone listening to private voices.  Well-dressed men and women, just freed from the cubicles of Sathorn Road, push impatiently past her.

Da has carried a baby for as long as she can remember. The infant is a familiar weight in her arms.  She protects it instinctively by crossing her wrists underneath it, bringing her elbows close to her sides, and keeping her eyes directly in front of her so she won’t bump into something. In the village, she would have been looking for a snake, a stone in the road, a hole opened up by rain.  Here, she doesn’t know what she’s looking for.

But she’s so occupied in looking for it that she doesn’t notice the dirty, ragged, long-haired boy who pushes by her with the farang man in tow, doesn’t see him turn to follow her with his eyes fixed on the damp bundle pressed to her chest, watching her as though nothing in the world is more interesting.

Question: What is the man behind the desk’s occupation? (a) Politician  (b) Gangster  (c) Child welfare worker
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27 Responses to “Read It and Win — BREATHING WATER, CH. 1”

1. Greg Says: 
August 7th, 2009 at 10:22 pm 

Hmm, it could easily be a politician but I’ll go with Gangster.

Great start to the story! Vivid imagery: the god emerging from the light, his shiny shoes worth a small fortune, his brutish inhumanity towards the girl.
I’m in the room and hating the bad guy.

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 7th, 2009 at 10:38 pm 

Hi, Greg, and thanks for the unsolicited praise.

Obviously, I can’t say whether that’s the correct answer, but it’s certainly an educated deduction. I was going to add another possible answer, (d) Chairman of the Republican National Committee, but who am I to offend potential book buyers?

Thanks for weighing in first.

3. fairyhedgehog Says: 
August 8th, 2009 at 5:47 am 

Let’s see. Child welfare worker. Possibly.

OK, he’s a gangster. This is almost too vivid for me. Already I care about Da and want her to be safe but I can’t see any way she can be.

4. Sammy Says: 
August 8th, 2009 at 11:42 am 

Gangster, of course. Nice opening scene sets the mood. One page into the chapter, I’m back in Thailand. Already met two characters I care about, Da in a good way, Mr-thin-loafers in not-so-good a way. Do we get to see bad things happen to this guy later? Please?

Child beggars in the streets were common in Manila back in the 80s (and may still be today, for all I know). Always suspected some sort of syndicate behind them.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 8th, 2009 at 12:19 pm 

Gee — so far everyone’s picking the same answer. Either I made the question too easy or it’s a cunning trap, muhaaahaaahaaa. (I actually have an obnoxious inner child, whom my wife has named Sparky, who laughs like that.)

fairyhedgehog, welcome back, and thanks for the “too vivid” part. This isn’t even moving yet, and there’s much more vivid material in the chute. But it all ends well, or at least most of it does.

This chapter and the one that follows it set into motion one of the book’s three stories, which come together (persuasively, I hope) about 60% of the way through, when things begin to get really bumpy. Poke doesn’t make an entrance until Chapter Three, when two more principal characters are also introduced.

Sammy, child beggars remain an effective purse-opener in Thailand and in the Philippines. And you’re right — there is ALWAYS a syndicate between them, if only to keep them from killing each other over good begging spots or congregating in such numbers that they chase the foreigners away. And Wichat, who’s the gangster, has had much better weeks than the one that’s in front of him.

Good Lord, my Captcha is “mil islamics.”

6. Zelda Says: 
August 9th, 2009 at 1:45 pm 

I agree with the others – gangster. How awful life must be for these poor children. The book hasn’t even begun and I am already worried about that little girl and that baby. Your characters are SO real. And I could feel the discomfort of that bright light.

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 9th, 2009 at 3:37 pm 

Hi, Zelda, and don’t worry yet. They’ve got many, many hurdles to clear in the next 350 pages. I can’t promise they both clear all of them, but that’s why we keep reading (I hope). Thanks so much for the nice words about the characters. I had no idea that Da and the baby (whom she later names Peep) were coming when I sat down to write this book, but there they were, and I let them lead me into the story that eventually turned out to be a little less than half of the novel. 

Maybe some day I’ll write the book I think I’m going to write.

And okay, so I made the question too easy. But they’ll get harder as we go along.

8. Rachel Brady Says: 
August 9th, 2009 at 3:52 pm 

I thought he was a corrupt cop. Then that wasn’t a choice. So I decided a corrupt child welfare worker instead. Then I thought maybe you were being tricky and it was really B *and* C. But finally I saw the above posts and just smiled.

Great characters as usual. I already feel sorry for Da and the baby. [image: image101.png]


 As long as it’s in the safety of a book, criminal underworld players are always intriguing.

9. Walt Pascoe Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 3:08 am 

Now that I’ve dawdled long enough to let all the smart kids answer the question… Yeah Gangster…thats it [image: image102.png]



You had me at : The god says, “Why not the bars? You’re pretty enough.”
Amazing trailer. Really looking forward to reading the book, Tim.

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 10:56 am 

Thanks, Walt — that’s my favorite early line in the scene, and maybe my favorite, period.

The trailer, as much as I’d like to take total credit for it, reflects the genius of a guy named Shadoe Stevens, maybe my oldest friend (can’t think of any who are older, yuck yuck), who actually put it together. There’s another one, about power, but the opening visual isn’t as good as the photo of the kid that opens this one.

You guys are all going to be so surprised when you find out what the REAL answer is.

11. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 1:31 pm 

Hmmm…I thought he was a cop.
But that’s not an option.

Since there’s a chance she’ll “get beaten up or be brought back here”, I’ll go with child welfare worker.

I’m counting the days to the release!

12. Raymond Ng Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 4:01 pm 

Having lived in the Philippines, this opening is reminiscent of the awful reality of street children panhandlers. My answer is gangster (lorded over by politician).

13. Helen Kiker Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 5:16 pm 

This is harder than I expected – could be any one of the 3 choices but I will say gangster.

I must say that after reading the first chapter there is no way that I will stop reading the additional chapters. You really can hook the reader.

I did like the trailer also & can see why you get a movie deal.

14. Helen Kiker Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 5:24 pm 

I just watched the trailer again & see that it is a book promo. I was so wrapped up in the trailer that I thought it was for a movie. Hope that you will get a movie deal out of the book. Going back now for a third look at the trailer.

The man behind the desk could be a gangster who got a political appointment to the child welfare department. Are you just toying with us?

15. Sean Bunzick Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 6:14 pm 

Well, one of the possibilities I’m going to offer is that the man behind the desk is a former Buddhist abbot who has decided to turn his life from the Four Noble Truths and pursue profit via whatever means he feels he must.
Yes, it IS a bit of a stretch but then again, so too is Thailand and the rest of Southeast Asia for that matter. Quite often–both in real life and in wonderful fiction like Tim’s–you find such completely unexpected realities where you least thought you would. I know I do it in many of my own tales;-)
Another “usual suspect” could be a former member of the Royal Thai Army or any other military organization within the kingdom (this also includes the Border Patrol Police); I’ve seen some very interesting things along the Thai-Burmese border courtesy of these folks.
Okay, sticking with the choices offered, how about this: a politician who is ALSO a gangster? Bangkok crawls with so many of them.
We’ll see, right?

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 10th, 2009 at 9:54 pm 

Cynthia, so glad you’ve forgiven me for not fitting Vegas into the tour. I was fascinated by your thought processes as you worked your way through to the answer. (Of course, I know what he is, so I have an unfair advantage.)

Hi, Raymond, and welcome — Yes, the Philippines and Thailand have a lot in common, including exploitation of the poor by the rich. And child beggars are a shame throughout the emerging world.

Hello, Helen — always nice to see someone new, and glad to hear you say that chapter one makes you want to read the rest of the book. You’ll be able to read chapters two and three here in no time, each with its own shiny question. And I’m also happy the trailer seemed like a movie trailer, ’cause that’s what we were trying for. And how could you possibly suspect I’m toying with you — after such a brilliant guess?

Sean Bunzick is himself the author of a series about Thailand and, like me, under the enchantment of what one reviewer of BREATHING WATER called “the best worst city in the world.” And as much as I respect your grounding in all things Thai, Sean, I have to say that unfortunately, I didn’t think of the wayward abbot idea. Wish I had.

Also interested in the trend toward politician, or at least politician/gangster or politician supervised by a gangster, because BREATHING WATER is essentially a political novel.

Damn, this is fun. I’m upping the number of give-away books to five.

17. Brynne Sissom Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 10:44 am 

Gangster/Senator/Representative/what difference does it make? Gangster covers corrupt cop, politician, Corrupt Child Welfare Officer. I’ll go with child welfare worker on the take; and I’ll wager that the dirty(again!) young fellow with the farang is Superman with Poke in tow. Superman would have sharp street awareness like that.

18. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 11:37 am 

Well, Brynne, you’re half-right. Or maybe one-third right. Don’t be afraid of the obvious guess re: the guy behind the desk. Of course, as you point out, a child welfare worker on the take would also be a gang — whoops, forget I said that.

See you in Dallas.

19. Phil Hanson Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 12:41 pm 

Having had both the honor and the privilege of being a recipient of a “Breathing Water” ARC, which I’ve read twice, I have an unfair advantage, so I won’t be entering your contest.

You can keep your editor, Tim. Definitely not an idiot. The change made to your opening sentence was so minor that most readers wouldn’t notice it, even if they knew what to look for. The important thing is that the essence of the opening sentence is retained, thus keeping it on track to become one of the best fiction openings in the history of literature. Better, even, than “Once upon a time . . ..”

Let me know the day, time and place of your book tour’s arrival in Portland as soon as your schedule is confirmed (it’s the one event of the year I don’t want to miss). I’m looking forward to meeting you in person, and I guarantee you at least three book sales.

20. Laurie Brown Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 2:20 pm 

I’m afraid that it’s child welfare worker, and that’s the beginning of the introduction to Bangkok. Find them all jobs, get them off the street. I feel dropped into the edge of the story and I definitely want to read more. I was looking for more setting but I think that in the first chapter we get: 1) the child welfare worker, and 2) “In the village, she would have been looking for a snake, a stone in the road, a hole opened up by rain. ” That’s cool.

21. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 11th, 2009 at 3:36 pm 

I just realized that I could be DONE with my Christmas shopping in just THREE weeks! Well, less than three weeks now. And the money I save by buying everyone on my list a copy of Breathing Water could possibly finance a trip to a tour city…..Let me click on google maps and start making some plans…..

my captcha: and newcomers

22. Bob Mueller Says: 
August 12th, 2009 at 8:03 pm 

Cindy’s Mueller’s husband says gangster – scum of the Bangkok back alley’s – just like in Korea ….. looking forward to the rest of the story.

23. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 12:51 pm 

Phil — first, thanks for the great review. (Phil wrote a sensational online review, which I’ll be linking to just after pub date. And I’ll accept the compliment on my editor. And, of course, glad to hear the opening is on a par with “Once upon a time.” How about “Call me Ishmael.” 

Portland is Wednesday, September 30 at 7 PM at Murder By the Book on S. Hawthorne. Looking forward to seeing you there.

Hi, Lauri, and welcome. You have been dropped into the edge of the story, but it’s also the beginning of one of the four main plot strands that make up the book. Frankly, when I sat down to start writing, I had no idea that Da and the gangster (whose name is Wichat) were coming, and I didn’t know what they had to do with the book I thought I was writing until the baby (whom Da will later name Peep) appeared in the scene. Once I’d written a couple of hundred pages, I went back and played with different openings but always came back to this one. And there’s setting galore coming in the book — in fact, you’ll get some of it in the next chapter, which will probably be online by the time you read this.

Cynthia has a GREAT idea — BREATHING WATER FOR CHRISTMAS. I will sign any copy any of yoi buys as a Christmas present. If you buy two or more, I’ll show up on Christmas morning and deliver it. For bulk purchases, I’ll enter via the chimney.

Bob — So glad to hear from you, with a correct guess. I was worrying about Cynthia. Speaking of Korea, have you read any or Martin Limon’s mysteries about a couple of US military cops in postwar Korea? Terrific books.

24. Susan Says: 
August 15th, 2009 at 6:41 am 

Gangster. Great opening. It grabs you in the heart.

25. Sarah Says: 
September 1st, 2009 at 10:18 am 

Gangster Pimp of course. Wonderful description of the Big Guy. Wonderful sentences about the sky and how the boy sees it – how he perceives the alley. Everything about him. I’m a slow reader and am a bit stupid about the card game because I have to figure out what is going on. But I love everything written – the sugar melted on a doughnut. The Big Guy’s voice and finger and ….. I am so stupid! A ringer is what?

26. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 1st, 2009 at 8:41 pm 

Thanks, Sarah — great to hear from you, and you’re right. He’s a gangster and a pimp. And a ringer is just someone who’s not who he’s pretending to be. It’s confidence-game slang, so it’s probably just as well you didn’t know it.

27. Sarah Says: 
September 2nd, 2009 at 6:55 am 

I came back to erase my stupid admitting that I needed to see what was going on in the card game. I understand completely now and am on chapter 10. Such evocative writing. So great for me to “see” and experience the places and people thru your descriptions. What great writing. Take care and angels wings above you on the book tour.


BREATHING WATER, CH 2 — The Contest Continues

August 13th, 2009

Here’s the second chapter of BREATHING WATER. If you haven’t read Chapter One and want a chance to win one of five signed copies of the book, go down to the post below this one, read Chapter One and answer the question at the bottom of the page.  Then come back and read this one.  If you’ve already read Chapter One and answered the question, then read Chapter Two, which is much shorter, and answer Question Number Two.

2.

Mud Between Her Toes

The boy sees her go, assessing her without even thinking about it: Just got here.  Still got mud between her toes. Doesn’t know anything.  Looks stunned, like someone hit her in the face with a pole.

The baby’s not hers.  Too pale.

He thinks, Another one.

The nervous man behind him slows again.  The boy hesitates grudgingly, feeling like he’s trying to lead a cat.  For a moment weariness washes over him like warm water.  He longs to disappear into the crowd and leave the foreigner to fend for himself, but the others are waiting, and they’re hungry.

“Come on,” he says in English.  ”Nothing to worry.”

“I don’t know,” the man says.

The boy stops.  He draws a deep breath before he speaks; it will not do to show frustration.  ”What problem now?”

“It’s not dark enough.”

“When it dark,” the boy says, “they all gone.”

“Just ten minutes,” the man says.  He is in his forties, with hair brushed forward over a plump baby’s face that seems to be mostly lower lip.  Despite his eagerness not to be noticed, he wears a bright yellow shirt and green knee-length shorts across wide hips.  A fanny pack dangling below his belly thoughtfully announces the location of his valuables.  To the boy, he looks as conspicuous as a neon sign.

“Ten minutes too long.”  The boy’s eyes, tight-cornered and furious, skitter across the man’s face as though committing the features to some permanent archive, and then he turns away with a shrug.

The man says, “Please.  Wait.”

The boy stops.  Plays the final card.  ”Come now.  Come now or go away.”

“Okay, okay.  But don’t walk so fast.”

The sun is gone now, leaving the sky between the buildings a pale violet through which the evening star has punched a silver hole.  The boy sometimes thinks the sky is a hard dome lit inside by the sun and the moon, and peppered with tiny openings.  From the outside the dome is bathed in unimaginable brilliance, and that light forces its way through the pinpricks in the sky to create the stars.  If the sky dissolved, he thinks, the light from outside would turn the earth all white and pure, and then it would catch fire like paper.  But in the dazzling moment before the flames, it would be clean.

“We go slow,” he says.  There may not be another man tonight.  The crowds on the sidewalk are thinning.  The kids are hungry.  He drags his feet to prevent the man from falling behind.

The man says, “You’re handsome.”

“No,” the boy says without even turning his head.  ”Have better than me.”

They turn a corner, into an east-west street.  They are walking west, so the sky pales in the sun’s wake until it slams up against a jagged black line of buildings.  Before he returned to Bangkok, this city he hates, the boy had grown used to the soft, leaf-dappled skyline of the countryside.  The horizon here is as sharp as a razor cut.

“There,” the boy says, indicating with his chin.  ”The window.”

Across the street, nine impassive children loiter against the plate glass of a store window.  They wear the filthy clothing of the street, mismatched and off-size. Three of the five boys are eye-catchingly dirty.  The four girls, who look cleaner, range in age from roughly eleven to fourteen.  The boys look younger, but it might just be that girls in their early teens grow faster than boys.

They pay no attention to the man and the boy across the street.

“Keep walking,” the boy says.  ”Don’t slow down too much, but look at the window, like you’re shopping.  When we get around the corner, tell me the sex and the color of the shirt of the one you want.  Or take two or three.  They don’t cost much.

The man looks toward the shop window.  ”Then what?” he asks.

“Then they come to the hotel,” the boy says.

QUESTION:  What does “mud between her toes” mean?  (a) Da’s barefoot.  (b) Her feet are dirty. (c) She’s just come from the countryside.

	[image: image103]
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16 Responses to “BREATHING WATER, CH 2 — The Contest Continues”

1. Walt Pascoe Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 2:47 pm 

I’m going to take a risk and speak up w/o waiting to crib from one of the smart people [image: image104.png]



It’s (c) She’s just come from the countryside.
(And is on the street w/ her new prop.)

” A fanny pack dangling below his belly thoughtfully announces the location of his valuables.” Painful !

BTW, I thought of you yesterday when I came across this :
http://elab.eserver.org/hfl0226.html
2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 2:54 pm 

I’d say option C, but I have to take a shower. I hope this icky guy gets what’s coming to him. Maybe someone should hit him in the face with a pole?

captcha: Dwayne content

3. Raymond Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 3:13 pm 

(c) She’s just come from the countryside. The sentence after it – “Doesn’t know anything.” gave me the clue.

BTW, I like how animated your style of narrative is. It’s as if I’m watching dark noir!

4. Sammy Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 5:25 pm 

C! Fresh from the countryside!

I can see what is coming but can’t turn away. Anyway, it would be a much more grievous sin to turn away, I know.

5. Helen Kiker Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 6:00 pm 

It means that she’s just come from the countryside.

Helen K

6. Greg Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 9:25 pm 

You can take the girl out of the country but can’t take the country out from between her toes.

More beautiful prose, Tim. I was struck by the image of dazzling light sanitizing the earth; such a poignant glimpse into the boy’s psyche.

7. fairyhedgehog Says: 
August 13th, 2009 at 11:50 pm 

I’m going for (c) too and I didn’t even have to phone a friend.

This is quite painful to read it’s so vivid.

8. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 14th, 2009 at 12:04 pm 

Boy, what a smart bunch. Here’s some good news and some bad news. First, you’re not going to see what happens, so don’t worry. Second, we’ll never see the farang again, although we will see what happened to him, and you’ll be okay with it, I promise. And his interest in these kids is not philanthropic.

And I know I asked you to lavish praise on me, but I have to admit that I enjoy it, especially when the things you pick out are the things I liked best when I wrote them.

Walt, for example — the line about the fanny pack. I sat back and thought, I could quit for the day with a clear conscience, or I could behave as if this weren’t one-off dumb luck but rather the beginning of a streak. I did the latter, and the whole scene came in about 90 minutes. (In first-draft form, of course.) And thanks for the Barthes quote. He’s more theoretical about writing than I can afford to be (I need to be able to continue to do it) but I always find him fascinating.

Cynthia, I hope you enjoyed your shower. He does, and although we see it happen later, it’s not to him but to another like him.

Raymond, thanks for the noir note. I love noir and occasionally think I write it, but I’m always afraid to say so. There are people who are really, really protective about their definition of noir.

Sammy, I turn away for you. It’s one thing (I think) to write ABOUT this, as a problem that exists, and another to actually write it. Writers who do have to be very, very careful they’re not trying to have it both ways — write for shock value while also claiming the moral high ground. Nabokov succeeded, but I can’t think of anyone else, although there certainly are more.

Helen — Dead on. Oops, I shouldn’t give it away. By the way, this is a real Thai expression.

Greg: (A) very funny, and (b) that’s another piece I liked when I wrote it. I almost cut it twice in later passes, but this is a kid who’s seen the world at its absolute worst. 

fairyhedgehog, the next chapter isn’t painful unless you object morally to people playing poker.

Good guesses, all.

9. Sean Bunzick Says: 
August 14th, 2009 at 5:44 pm 

Well, it’s fairly easy and yeah, I HAVE been beaten by other people but I will go with C.) as well. This girl IS fresh in from the rice paddies. You can find them easy enough in a delightful-yet-hellish metropolis like Bangkok but if the girls get into the nightworld trade, the mud washes away most quickly from their toes and it has not a thing to do with the monsoon downpours. Once this event happens, you can honestly think Miss Noi/Lek/Daeng/Goong from Nakhon Nowhere has been in Bangkok for ages but I’ve chatted with a few of the bargirls and some have only been in the trade a few months; like combat, one ages fast in this environment.
As for the fanny pack, well, that’s also a person in Bangkok who would have been called an FNG in Vietnam.
Keep it coming, Tim–it’s getting better by the second!

10. Philip Coggan Says: 
August 15th, 2009 at 1:17 am 

You have a gift for narrative – for connecting incident to incident in a continuous web. I’m surprised at the use of present tense, but it works – heightens the immediacy. I’m surprised also at how short the chapters are – these are in full?

11. Susan Says: 
August 15th, 2009 at 6:45 am 

Just came from the countryside. Wow – I can’t wait to read the rest. Gripping.

12. Zelda Says: 
August 15th, 2009 at 4:31 pm 

Just came from the countryside……

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 15th, 2009 at 6:29 pm 

The hits just keep coming.

Sean, don’t worry about being beaten. Some people are just really fast off the mark. And while it’s true that the bar girls acclimate quickly, I think it’s always wise to remember that they started like Da, not knowing which end is up. (I’m writing about this right now — THE ROCKS, which is the next Poke, brings Rose to Bangkok) so I’ve been thinking about it. And thanks for saying it’s getting better.

Philip, I appreciate the narrative note. I don’t plot, per se, so it’s always amazing to me when all these scenes, which arrive sort of like separate telegrams, actually mesh together. I think one thing I’ve learned in that regard is always to be really sure what time it is. Nothing knits scenes together like a tight, clear time line. How’s the rewrite coming?

Susan — on the nose, and one more chapter is on the way before the book hits the stores and Amazon on the 18th f this month.

Zelda, I can’t tell you whether you’re right because that would give it away, but you’re right. (Suspense is such a cheap effect.)

14. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 15th, 2009 at 8:08 pm 

It’s after 9 pm on 8/15, so I’m counting this day as OVER. Only two more and a wake up (as we say in the Army!).

captcha: methane Biaggi

Now there’s a name for a character! Didn’t he play third base for Houston?

15. Rachel Brady Says: 
August 16th, 2009 at 7:12 pm 

Fun. I took care to post before reading the comments this time. Looks like I’m in good company. [image: image105.png]


 I have two Hallinans going at the same time now… Early Breathing Water and The Fourth Water. Good times.

16. Bob Mueller Says: 
August 17th, 2009 at 7:31 pm 

yep, Tim downtown Seoul …. Bob


CALIFORNIA BOOK EVENTS

August 16th, 2009

Will get back to BREATHING WATER tomorrow.  In the meantime, here’s a list of California signings in August.  

Everywhere I can lower the lights, I’ll be doing a multimedia presentation on Bangkok, both as a real city and as a setting for fiction.  This is not your grandfather’s travel slides.  (In fact, I bagged the idea from Eric Stone, a terrific writer whose current book is SHANGHAIID and who, I think, was the first to do it.)

Thursday, August 20, 6:00 PM, Small World Books, 1407 Ocean Front Walk, Venice, CA, 90291 (310) 399-2360

Friday, August 21, 7:00 PM, Mystery Bookstore, 1036 Broxton, Westwood, CA, 90024 (310) 209-0415

Saturday, August 22, 2:00 PM, Mysteries to Die For, 2940 Thousand Oaks Blvd., Thousand Oaks, CA, 91362 (805) 374-0048

Sunday, August 23, 2:00 PM, Book ‘EM Mysteries, 1118 Mission Street, South Pasadena, CA, 91030 (626) 799-9600

Thursday, August 27, 7:00 PM, Mysterious Galaxy, 7051 Clairemont Mesa Blvd., #302, San Diego, CA 92111 (858) 268-4747

Hope to see you at one of them, or all of them if you want to stalk me.  I’m at a stage in my career where stalkers are welcome.  Oh, and on August 28, I drive to Tucson and the national part of the tour starts.  Will put the first leg up next weekend.

	[image: image106]

	This entry was posted on Sunday, August 16th, 2009 at 1:50 pm and is filed under All Blogs. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site. 


RELEASE DAY — And Chapter Three

August 18th, 2009

Today’s the day of BREATHING WATER’s release, so these chapters have ceased to be previews. Before I go to Chapter Three, I want to thank everyone for playing along and to say that the contest winners will be announced in a week and I’ll ask the winners to e-mail me their mailing addresses so I can send out the books.

This chapter feels completely different from the first two.  It introduces three main characters — Rafferty, his cop friend Arthit, and the business mogul Pan — and it sets into motion another of the book’s three primary stories.  With the exception of Rose and Miaow, Rafferty’s wife and adopted daughter, we’ve now met all of the book’s main characters — Da, the baby (later named Peep), the boy in the street (Boo), Poke, Arthit, and Pan, and we’ve started two of the three stories that are braided together over the length of the book.

I don’t plot in advance at all, and it amazes me that I wound up with something this complex, and that many of the reviewers are specifically praising the plotting and pace.  All I can say is that there are angels at work somewhere, and that some of them were kind enough to persuade me not to toss the whole book during the long nervous breakdown that made the writing of it such an interesting experience.

3.

The Big Guy

The big guy’s eyes keep landing on Rafferty.

He’s developed a visual circuit that he follows every time a card is dealt: look at the dealer’s hands, look at the new faceup card in the center of the table, look at Rafferty.  Then he lifts the corners of the two facedown cards in front of him, as though he hopes thay’ve improved while he wasn’t paying attention to them.  He puffs the cigar clenched dead center in his mouth and looks at Rafferty through the smoke.

This has been going on for several hands.

Rafferty’s stomach was fluttering when he first sat down at the table.  The flutter intensified when the Big Guy, whom no one had expected, came through the door.  Like the others in the room, Rafferty had recognized the Big Guy the moment he came in.  He is no one to screw with.

But Rafferty may have to.

He has grown more anxious with each hand, fearing the moment when he’ll have to test the system.  And now he can feel the Big Guy’s gaze like a damp, warm breeze.

With a flourish, the dealer flips the next-to-last of the faceup cards onto the green felt.  It’s a six, and it has no impact on Rafferty’s hand, although one of the other men at the table straightens a quarter inch, and everyone pretends not to have noticed. The Big Guy takes it in and looks at Rafferty. His shoulders beneath the dark suit coat are rounded and powerful, the left a couple of inches lower than the right. The man’s personal legend has it that it’s from twenty years of carrying a heavy sack of rice seed, and he’s said to have punched a tailor who proposed extra padding in the left shoulder of his suit coat to even them out.

A massive gold ring sporting a star ruby the size of a quail’s egg bangs against the wooden rim of the table as he clasps fat, short-fingered hands in front of him. Rafferty finds it almost impossible not to look at the man’s hands. They are not so much scarred as melted, as though the skin were wax that had been stirred slowly as it cooled. The surface is ridged and swirled. The little finger on the left hand doesn’t bend at all. It looks like he had his hands forced into a brazier of burning charcoal and held there. The mutilated left hand lifts the corners of the facedown hands with the careful precision of the inebriated, the immobile little finger pointing off into space. The Big Guy was drunk when he arrived, and he is well on his way to being legless.

“What are you doing here, farang?” the Big Guy asks very quietly in Thai. The soft tone does not diminish the rudeness of the question. His mouth is a wet, pursed, unsettling pink that suggests lipstick, and in fact he swipes his lips from time to time with a tube of something that makes them briefly even shinier.

“I’m only part farang,” Rafferty says, also in Thai.  ”My mother’s Filipina.”  He smiles but gets nothing in return.

“You should be in Patpong,” the Big Guy says, his voice still low, his tone still neutral. “Looking for whores, like the others.”  He picks up his glass, rigid pinkie extended like a parody of gentility.

“And you should watch your mouth,” Rafferty says. The glass stops. One of the bodyguards begins to step forward, but the Big Guy shakes his head, and the bodyguard freezes. The table turns into a still life, and then the Big Guy removes the cigar from the wet, pink mouth and sips his drink. Minus the cigar, the mouth looks like something that ought not to be seen, as unsettling as the underside of a starfish.

The others at the table — except for Rafferty’s friend Arthit, who is wearing his police uniform — are doing their best to ignore the exchange. In an effort to forget the cards he’s holding, which are terrifyingly good, Rafferty takes a look around the table.

Of the seven men in the game, three — the Big Guy and two dark-suited businessmen — are rich. The Big Guy is by far the richest, and would be the richest in almost any room in Bangkok. The three millionaires don’t look alike, but they share the glaze that money brings, a sheen as thin and golden as the melted sugar on a doughnut.

The other four men are ringers. Rafferty is playing under his own name but false pretenses. Arthit and one other are cops. Both cops are armed. The fourth ringer is a career criminal.

One of the businessman and the Big Guy think they’re playing a regular high-stakes game of Texs Hold’em. The others know better.

It’s Rafferty’s bet, and he throws in a couple of chips to keep his hands busy.

“Pussy bet,” says the Big Guy.

“Just trying to make you feel at home,” Rafferty says. In spite of himself, he can feel his nervousness being muscled aside by anger.

The Big Guy glances away, blinking as though he’s been hit. He is an interesting mix of power and insecurity. On the one hand, everyone at the table is aware that he’s one of the richest men in Thailand. On the other hand, he has an unexpectedly tentative voice, pitched surprisingly high, and he talks like the poorly educated farmer he was before he began to build his fortune and spend it with the manic disregard for taste that has brought him the media’s devoted attention. Every time he speaks, his eyes make a lightning circuit of the room: Is anyone judging me? He doesn’t laugh at anyone’s jokes but his own. Despite his rudeness and the impression of physical power he conveys, there’s something of the whipped puppy about him.  He seems at times almost to expect a slap.

The two architecturally large bodyguards behind him guarantee that the slap won’t be forthcoming. They wear identical black three-button suits and black silk shirts, open at the neck. Their shoulder holsters disrupt the expensive line of their jackets.

The Big Guy’s eyes are on him again, even though the dealer’s hands are in motion, laying down the final card of the hand. And naturally, it’s while Rafferty is being watched that it happens.

The final card lands faceup, and it’s an eight.

Rafferty would prefer that someone had come into the room and shot him.

Question Three

In your opinion, is Rafferty afraid of (a) losing or (b) winning?
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20 Responses to “RELEASE DAY — And Chapter Three”

1. Walt Pascoe Says: 
August 18th, 2009 at 4:29 pm 

It sounds to me like the sh*t will hit the fan because Rafferty is winning. And beating him is the one thing the Big Guy is unlikely to overlook.

Release Day! Congratulations,Tim!

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 18th, 2009 at 7:50 pm 

Congratulations, Tim! I went to three branches of B&N to get my copy. My neighbor Laurie has also been eagerly awaiting its release. She’s picking up her copy at the airport tomorrow when she goes to work.

I’ll read Ch3 directly from my copy and post my answer tomorrow!

And Congratulations, again!

Captcha: Don autopsy

3. fairyhedgehog Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 12:56 am 

I think he’s afraid of winning, because his cards are described as “terrifyingly good”.

This is great writing. It’s not a genre that I’d usually read so to feel so drawn in by it shows how good the writing is.

4. karen from mentor Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 5:48 am 

Hey Tim,
Great scene. B) Winning. The clue was his cards were “terrifyingly good”

Congrats on the release..I can’t wait to get my hands on the book.
Karen :0)

5. Brynne Sissom Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 7:53 am 

I agree with Walt but it may be more than the Big Guy who wants Tim neutralized or who perceive him as a threat.

captcha: Ghastly then some weird shapes

6. Rachel Brady Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 10:21 am 

I think he’s afraid of winning. And I liked the underside of a starfish analogy, as well as the description of “melted” hands.

7. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 11:48 am 

Winning, of course. Poke knows that there’s no turning back once he wins. And even though he’s never run from trouble, he’s got a family now.

I have to admit that I stayed up far too late this morning reading. And I’m taking it to my doctor’s appointment so I can get right back to the story.

Thanks again, Tim!

captcha: binges of

Oooh, the possibilities!

8. Sylvia Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 1:23 pm 

Release Day – hurray! That’s wonderful!

9. Greg Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 1:25 pm 

It’s got to be (b) and I’m guessing he’s drawn a straight rather than a flush because there was no mention of suit.
Or were they playing crazy eights?

I loved the “glaze that money brings” line with the doughnut analogy.

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 7:55 pm 

Him everybody, and sorry for not responding till now. This is one of the craziest weeks of my life: the release, guest blogs, bylines, planning the tour, writing and putting together the powerpoint presentation I’ll be doing in bookstores, and maintaining a 1500-2500 wpd pace on THE ROCKS. I’m liking THE ROCKS enough to make me worry.

Walt — dead right. The Big Guy (whose name is Pan) has gotten out of the habit of losing. This is the beginning of a very complicated relationship.

Cynthia, thank you so much for persevering. What’s wrong with those other B&N branches, anyway? And don’t forget that you may still win a copy. Oh, and I’m sorry the book kept you up late. Not. It’s what we all dream of — people huddled in bed, hypnotically turning the pages as the sky pales in the east.

fairyhedgehog, thanks for the call-out on the writing. Here’s hoping you win one, although it may be lonely on your shelves since it won’t have the company of other thrillers.

Karen, I hope you manage to get your hands on a copy soon, although you’re in the running to win one. I won’t have a heart attack if you run out and buy one, but read that copy lightly just in case you get to take it back. By the way, I just came across Karen’s site, and it’s fresh in the extreme: http://miscellaneousyammering.blogspot.com/ 

Brynne, you’re right — Pan is just one of several people who want Poke dead in this book. Pretty much everybody wants him dead.

Rachel, I like the starfish myself. I remember turning one over when I was a little kid and being absolutely horrified.

Sylvia, thanks for the congrats. No guess? Aww, come on.

Greg, you’re absolutely in the running. And thanks for picking up on the glaze. Actually, the two things I like best in the chapter (in terms of brief descriptive material) have been singled out. And that feels good.

Will post winners in a few days, and thanks to all for playing.

11. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 19th, 2009 at 9:29 pm 

You’re most welcome, Tim. 

My neighbor Laurie (who is your third favorite fan in Las Vegas) spent her first day back from vacation searching all the Borders stores for a copy. No joy. (Did you know that B&N and Borders told us it would take EIGHT WORKING days to receive it? As if we haven’t waited long enough already!) She came over tonight to complain, but first stopped by my bathroom before she came outside. After 15 minutes, I came in the house to look for her and she yelled through the door (Just a minute! One more page!)

So….I’m doing my part, Tim. Increasing the demand. You need to work on SUPPLY. Maybe you could deliver us a couple copies???

PS: I’ve now hidden my copy from my husband AND my neighbor, until I finish sometime tomorrow morning!

My captcha: Williams moog

12. Sean Bunzick Says: 
August 20th, 2009 at 8:01 am 

Oh, it’s definitely B.) in this case! When you’re dealing with people like Big Guy, no matter how it’s going, THEY win–and you lose, sometimes in a very big way.
This is why Poke is scared and I don’t blame him one damn bit. I’m looking forward to reading the rest of what I know is going to be a fantastic novel. Also, it helps me deal with The Homesick Blues until I can catch a plane back to Thailand in October.
By the way, Martin Limon IS a wonderful writer–his books about the US Army MPs in 1970s South Korea are incredible. He does to South Korea what many of us try to do in our stories about Thailand.
Tim, in the words that Chris Moore always uses on me: Keep writing!

13. Ken Lewis Says: 
August 20th, 2009 at 7:04 pm 

Congrats Tim! I can’t wait to read it. My publisher just did a slight revision to my book’s cover today, so while they were at it I had them add “Breathing Water” to the blurb you wrote for me on the back cover. Best of luck with the new book…although I doubt you will need it.

14. Raymond Says: 
August 20th, 2009 at 8:05 pm 

Tim,

It’s past 12mn EDT and I finally figure out what kept me awake…I suddenly remembered missing your reminder e-mail! Looks like I’m 3 days late and am catching up with the blog.

Congrats though on the release and I look forward to reading the entire book.

All the best!

15. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 22nd, 2009 at 9:00 am 

Cynthia — Borders only carries me online. Therefore, I no longer shop at Borders. But congrats on finding one, and I’m a little nervous about the recent ominous silence. And who knows, you may still win another copy. (But don’t forget Amazon.)

Sean, a good writer like you would be bound to recognize how good Martin Limon is. He catches that world — post Krean War Seoul — really brilliantly. Great mysteries, too. Gee you have to wait all the way to October before you go back to Thailand — for me it’s going to be late Feb or maybe early March.

Ken — Thanks so much for being so nice and also for making the change to your book. For all of you who like really intelligent thrillers, Ken’s LITTLE BLUE WHALES is killer. No pun intended.

Raymond — I’ve been drowning and didn’t have time to send out the reminder. Where’s your answer to Q3? You’ll be in the running if you get it right, and it doesn’t seem that I set the bar too high if all the correct answers are any indication.

16. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
August 22nd, 2009 at 12:03 pm 

SPOILER ALERT!

OK, I made it to the last page, but I’m not calling it finished yet. I’m still flipping back and forth to re-read a few places before I start over at the beginning. My husband and neighbor (LV Fans #2 and #3) will just have to wait awhile longer.

I have to admit that I got frustrated when you left the Da and Peep storyline to return to Poke’s story. I actually skipped ahead to find out what happened (I mean, what YOU DID) to those kids, before flipping back to check in with Poke. Then, feeling guilty for cheating, I re-read through the chapters in order.

Noi/Arthit’s story – priceless. Your gentle touch is masterfully understated.

And thanks for not shooting the dog. I don’t think I would have been able to forgive you for that. 

Miaow’s tangled emotions were spot on. If I hadn’t met you in person, I would have sworn you’d been an angsty pre-teen girl in your youth.

Thanks for giving Rose the spotlight at the party, and for letting her enjoy the bling. I got REALLY creeped out by the bad guys discussing what they’d planned for her.

Superman! I love this complicated character! :^D

GREAT JOB!!!!

OK, back to page 1….

17. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 22nd, 2009 at 9:04 pm 

Hey, Cynthia — I have an idea. Why don’t YOU go on tour. The DISCERNING READER tour — you go into bookstores, explain why you like this one so much, and demand that they stack it in their window and order more copies forthwith.

Or, if that doesn’t jibe with your schedule, could I ask you to write an Amazon review? I haven’t checked. but I don’t think there are any up yet.

And I’m not glossing over all the terrific things you said — I just have trouble handling praise. I’m really grateful about everything you said, and thanks especially for singling out Arthit and Noi, which I worked my ass on and which no review has yet paid attention to. Oh, poor me. They liked other things in the book. How can I survive?

Thanks again.

18. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 22nd, 2009 at 9:06 pm 

PS, Cynthia — I wouldn’t shoot a dog, and for some reason Miaow is the easiest character in the whole series for me to write. Go figure.

19. Raymond Says: 
August 23rd, 2009 at 1:36 pm 

Ooops! It’s definitely (b) for me!

20. Helen Kiker Says: 
August 24th, 2009 at 3:10 pm 

He is definitely afraid of winning.

This has been a busy week for me so I forgot to check your site when no reminder email arrived. Hope I am not too late.


And the Winners Are . . .

August 24th, 2009

I couldn’t find a hat so I used a salad bowl.  Cut out the names of everyone who answered all three questions correctly, or at least more or less correctly, closed my eyes, and pulled out five.  The winners are (drum roll):

Waaaaalt PASCOE!

Grrrreeeggggg SMITH!!

Rrrrrrachell BRady!!!

Hhhhhhelennnn KIKER!!!!

KaaaAAAREN!!!!!

What I need is for each of you to e-mail a mailing address to thallinan@gmail.com.  Do it ASAP because I leave on tour on Thursday and I won’t be able to sign and personalize books after I leave until about October 5.  So try to get to me like now.

And thanks to all who played.
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5 Responses to “And the Winners Are . . .”

1. fairyhedgehog Says: 
August 25th, 2009 at 4:23 am 

Congratulations to the winners! And thanks for running the competition, Tim, it was fun.

2. Rachel Brady Says: 
August 25th, 2009 at 6:43 am 

Thanks for a fun, wonderful contest, Tim.

In your next book can you please work in the line, “Try to get to me like now”? I kinda like it. [image: image109.png]


 

3. Greg Says: 
August 25th, 2009 at 11:01 am 

Yeah, Tim, I really enjoyed the contest and the sneak peak at the book which whetted my appetite for more.
And I totally got back to you already. Have a great tour!

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 25th, 2009 at 1:22 pm 

Sorry you didn’t win, fairyhedgehog — if I could have cheated it, I would have.

Those who won are expected to complete the assignment by coming back here and saying something nice (and true) about the book.

And IF YOU WANT TO, it would be greatly appreciated if you reviewed it on Amazon.

Captcha is @22-million rasher. That’s some expensive bacon

5. Raymond Says: 
August 26th, 2009 at 3:30 pm 

that was a fun contest, congratulations to all the winners!


The Road Goes on Forever

August 25th, 2009

First, I want to thank all the people (and there were a lot of them) who showed up to support me at Small World Books in Venice, The Mystery Bookstore in Westwood, Mysteries to Die For in Thousand Oaks, and Book ‘Em in Pasadena. It means a lot, after labor pains that last a year or more, to see people who are actually interested in the book, and to meet them and talk with them.  It’s a little like magic — I imagined them the whole time I was writing the book, sitting across from me as I told the story, and suddenly there they are, in the flesh, as if I’ve conjured them up.

It was also a real pleasure to have some first-rate writers show up: Brett Battles, Sean Black, Gregg Hurwitz, Stephen Schwartz, Eric Stone, and Edward Wright.  I admire the work of the ones I’ve read (Black and Schwartz’s books aren’t out yet) and it’s sort of a thrill to know they like mine, too.

Thursday morning I get behind the wheel of my car, which I’ve named Silver so I can make a classic Lone-Ranger-exit.  (Anyway, it’s  silver car.)  And Los Angeles will dwindle in the rearview mirror as the rest of the country gets closer.  Here’s the first leg of the tour:

Thursday, August 27, 7:00 PM, Mysterious Galaxy, San Diego/Clairmont Mesa

Friday, August 28, 5:00 PM, Clues Unlimited, Tucson, Arizona

Saturday, August 29, 2 PM, The Poisoned Pen, Phoenix/Scottdale, Arizona

Thursday, September 3, 5:30 PM, Murder By the Book, Denver, Colorado

Friday, September 4, 7:00 PM, The Raven, Lawrence, Kansas

Saturday, September 5, 11 AM/1 PM, I Love A Mystery, Mission, Kansas (11 AM is a Sisters in Crime meeting.)

Tuesday, September 8, 6:30 PM, Murder By the Book, Houston, Texas

After Texas, it’s on to New Orleans, Nashville, Memphis, St.. Louis, Indianapolis, Columbus OH, and then points north and west.  Will list these stores, dates and times a little closer to the events.

If you’re in the neighborhood of any of these places, I really hope you’ll come by.  In most stores I’ll be doing a multimedia presentation that takes you behind the scenes in Bangkok, and in some of them I’ll be doing a writing workshop.  Oh, and signing copies of BREATHING WATER and the earlier Poke adventures.

Awww, come on.  If I can drive 8,000 miles, you can go a few blocks.
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4 Responses to “The Road Goes on Forever”

1. Suzanna Says: 
August 25th, 2009 at 6:37 pm 

Hey, Tim

Keep us posted and hi, ho Silver!

2. Jen Forbus Says: 
August 26th, 2009 at 2:23 pm 

It still makes me so tickled to see Columbus on that list! I just can’t wait. Enjoy each and every event, Tim, and I’ll see you September 23rd!

3. Raymond Says: 
August 26th, 2009 at 3:28 pm 

Any plans for NYC?

4. Lawrence ks events Says: 
September 20th, 2009 at 2:23 pm 

Lawrence ks events…

Timothy Hallinan – The Blog Cabin is an excellent post about Lawrence ks events….


TRAVELS WITH DORIS

August 28th, 2009

Day 2 of the Neverending Tour, mile 566, and I never would have made it without my traveling companion, Doris. I’ve never seen Doris, but I know exactly what she looks like. She’s small and thin and dresses in black, draws her dark, graying hair back in a tight bun, wears big black-framed glasses, keeps a cigarette permanently screwed into the right corner of her mouth, and has curvature of the spine from sitting bent over maps 24 hours a day.  Oh, and she’s got steel teeth.

Doris lives in my Garmin.  My Garmin tells me, a person with no sense of direction whatsoever, how to get exactly where I’m going.  She never gets snippy, she doesn’t mind repeating the same direction twelve times, and, unlike my wife, she doesn’t scream, “He’s swerving, he’s swerving” every time a car occupies the lane on either side.

Doris has, at long last, brought me into the future.  I arrived tonight in Tucson, a city about which I know two things:  it’s in Arizona, and it’s hot.  I decided I wanted a steak.  I opened the laptop, went to Yelp for Tucson, chose a steakhouse, got in the car, and gave Doris the address. Total time elapsed: four minutes.  And the steak was sensational, even if the place was named Daisy Mae’s. By the way customers at Daisy Mae’s write deathless messages on one-dollar bills and staple them to  the wall. There must be $1500 stapled to the wall in the main dining room.
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After four signings in LA — Small World Books, The Mystery Bookstore, Mysteries To Die For, and Book ‘em — I pointed the car South and gave Doris the address of my brother Mike, in Laguna.  Stopped for lunch with him and his beautiful wife, Kathy, and met their adorable three-year-old grand-daughter, Kaylie, whose favorite sentence, said with total certainty, is, “I’m Kaylie.”  Then we went into the Sawdust Festival, where Mike’s work is on sale.
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Mike is the incipient geezer with the post-Vogue fashion sense.  He was selling the whole time I was there.
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This does nothing like justice to the work.  I should have given Doris the camera.

Then I drove to San Diego, where I did the famous Bangkok multimedia extravaganza to an appreciative, if not overwhelmingly large audience, and slept in a Motel 6 bed with covers that had apparently been woven out of those cardboard Christmas trees Afghan cab drivers hang from their windshields in New York.  The smell chased me out of bed at seven this morning, and I drove Silver, my new car, seven million one hundred thirty two thousand eight hundred and eleven miles to Tucson.  Passed towns with names like Ocatillo, Plaster, and Gila Bend (when Gila monsters are a selling point, you know you’re not in a really top ZIP code).  As I passed Plaster, the temperature in the car was 68 and outside it was 116.  Thank you, Silver.

And tonight I did an, um, intimate event at Clues Unlimited here in Tucson, and a sweeter store I’ve never been in.  Then Doris took me to Daisy Mae’s and home again, and here I am.

Tomorrow, Phoenix.
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6 Responses to “TRAVELS WITH DORIS”

1. Jay Fishman Says: 
August 29th, 2009 at 4:50 am 

Interstingly, is Doris ubiquitos? A few years ago we took a tour of the St Nazaire and Lorient area with Ian Alexander of the War research Institute. That is where the submarine pens are located (a hobby 3 of us do every other year) He called his GPS Doris as well.

Enjoy you books. We are going to Taihland and Siem Reap in December for my 60th.

J

2. Jay Fishman Says: 
August 29th, 2009 at 4:51 am 

pardon the mispells. Can spell can’t type

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
August 29th, 2009 at 4:13 pm 

Hi, Jy — The world is a mysterious place, and I wouldn’t put it past MY Doris to have the ability to be in many places at once. Omnipresent, that’s Doris.

The European trips sound fascinating. You don’t mention whether this is your first trip to SE Asia, but I’m delighted to hear that you’re going to see Angkor. I think it’s the most beautiful thing ever built by human hands.

Thanks for dropping by.

4. suzanna Says: 
August 31st, 2009 at 8:28 pm 

Hi, Tim

It’s wonderful to get a glimpse of your life on the road. And I’m glad Doris keeps you on track, well fed, and amused. Mike may be a little casual for Vogue but he sure can paint!

5. Lisa Kenney Says: 
August 31st, 2009 at 10:14 pm 

Can’t wait to see you and Doris! Just caught your update that you made it to…ahem…Pueblo, where believe it or not I have actually spent some time. Get out of there, man! And don’t let her get too bossy. Oh, and we call ours “Bitchin’ Betty”. She’s not nearly as charming when she keeps saying “please proceed to the highlighted route” as the charming “Emily” was when we went to Scotland last year. Of course I did the driving there and was afraid for my life the entire time [image: image115.png]


 

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 1st, 2009 at 7:32 pm 

Soozie and Lisa, I love both of you guys. Mike DOES NOT go online, or I never would have described him as an incipient geezer. The fashion description would give him no problem.

Lisa, I told you on the phone that Doris is learning to pronounce Spanish. Kind of freaks me out, actually. Next thing you know, she’ll be smoking in my car.


TRAVELS WITH DORIS — FLASHBACK

September 1st, 2009

Before I hit the long and winding road under the guidance of Doris, who has begun to gnash her steel teeth when I make too many wrong turns and she has to say “recalculating” more often than she wants to, I did a bunch of events in Los Angeles.

The book’s official launch was at my home bookstore, Small World Books on the boardwalk in Venice Beach.  The kickoff for BREATHING WATER is the ninth event they’ve hosted for me, so they have a very high boredom threshhold.  This was the first time I did the Thailand Multimedia Spectacular in public, although my wife had sat through it several hundred times, projected on the dining room wall.  I was, to put it mildly, nervous.  And my nervousness was meticulously photographed by my friend David Horwatt.
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Here I am in front of the screen in the uncovincingly casual hands-in-pockets pose.  (Don’t do it — it’s always a bust.)  It’s early in the presentation, which you can tell because no one’s head has slumped forward on their chest yet.
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And this is the “If you’ve got a question, you can ask it on your knees” attitude that is endearing me to readers from coast to coast.
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Maybe too much coffee.

So today is Day 5, mile 1640, and I’m in Denver, which means I’m a mile high and there’s no view.  About a million miles ago, in Phoenix, I had a great time at The Poisoned Pen, sharing the stage with the amazing Barbara Peters, who owns the store, and Thomas Greanias, who writes novels about Atlantis.  We had a pretty good turnout, considering that it was 116 degrees and the city government had issued a stay-indoors-or-die edict.  It was so hot that my shadow floated an inch above the pavement.  That’s how hot it was.  It must be really hard to write jokes.  Anyway, here’s the welcome table at the Poisoned Pen:
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I’ve got more books than Thomas, nyaaa nyaaa.  (Actually, however, I think he outsells me about eight to one.  And he’s a nice guy.)

Things I’ve learned on this trip.

Outside of California, people eat a lot of bacon.  I had breakfast at the Kettle, in Phoenix, and there was enough bacon on the plate to rebuild the pig.

The poet laureate of New Mexico writes their freeway signs.  The first tip-off was a sign that said:  HIGH WINDS EXIST.  The second said GUSTY WINDS ARE LIKELY. The third was on one of those trillion-dollar electrical freeway signs that made somebody very, very rich, but for the first time in my experience, the message was brilliant.  It said COPS EVERYWHERE.

I have a title for my autobiography: Foix Gras With Dullards. I realized as I approached Bloody Basin, New Mexico (it’s a real place) that I’d rather eat creamed chicken over white rice with interesting people than foie gras with dullards.

What would be the title of your autobiography?
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9 Responses to “TRAVELS WITH DORIS — FLASHBACK”

1. Lisa Kenney Says: 
September 1st, 2009 at 9:34 pm 

I’ll get back to you with that title — I’m laughing too hard to come up with anything yet. You crack me up.

2. Suzanna Says: 
September 2nd, 2009 at 11:22 am 

Okay, so I hope that your line about being served enough bacon to rebuild the pig is from your own wonderful imagination because it belongs in one of your books. Very funny. 

Wow, I tried coming up with a title for my autobiography but I’m feeling a little vulnerable right now and I just can’t go there. Maybe the poet laureate with the knack for highway signs can help me out?

Thanks for the Small World Books pics!

3. Greg Smith Says: 
September 4th, 2009 at 9:16 pm 

I really don’t have time for blogging lately because I just started a fascinating book by Tim Hallinan. Thanks so much for the prize. Pan is verrry interesting.

And in the blog I liked the pig line too. You do just fine with a pithy line.

For an autobiography I’d go with “But Enough about Me” and make sure it was published posthumously.

Best of luck on the road trip.

4. Walt Pascoe Says: 
September 5th, 2009 at 10:36 am 

Really enjoying the endless tour saga, Tim.Look forward to Foix Gras With Dullards!
I can’t write to save my life. But were someone to put a gun to my head, I suppose the title of my autobiography would have to be: “I May Be Tilting At Windmills, But At Least I’ve Learned Not To Try And Piss Up A Tree”.

5. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 5th, 2009 at 7:43 pm 

Lisa — If you don’t title your biography, I’ll post at length about our four-hour dinner in Denver, and I won’t mention that Scott was with us. 

Suzanna — Yes the bacon line is mine. Geez. And what have you got to feel vulnerable about, what with being beautiful, accomplished and loved by all sorts of folk, including my wife and me?

Greg — That Hallinan guy is best read really fast. If you slow down you can see the bolts and rivets. And that’s a great title. By the way, I thought of the pig line while I was driving to Denver and I laughed out loud all alone in the middle of the desert.

Walt — I’m so glad you came by again. And although Walt claims he can’t write, on his site he has the following, which I wish I had written and will eventually claim that I did: “Creative invention in my work does not feel like willful innovation. It feels more like a form of remembering.” SWOOSH! Didn’t even touch the rim. Here’s the URL for some terrific work: http://waltpascoe.posterous.com/
6. Suzanna Says: 
September 6th, 2009 at 11:12 am 

Thanks for the nice words of encouragement and all the love, my friend. 

My captcha may make a good title for a scrappy warrior’s autobiography: Operation Mongrels

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 6th, 2009 at 3:49 pm 

Operation Mongrels — sounds like Tarantino’s next.

8. Stefan Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 9:28 pm 

You haven’t fully savored bacon until you’ve had a Vosges Mo’s Dark Chocolate Bacon Bar with smoked salt. Seriously.
http://www.vosgeschocolate.com/product/mos_dark_chocolate_bacon_bar/exotic_candy_bars
By the way, it’s spelled “foie gras.” It’s a French thing.

s

9. Suzanna Says: 
September 15th, 2009 at 10:51 am 

Stefan, 

Foix or foie are both correct. It’s an internet thing. I don’t speak French.


MORE OF THE NEVERENDING TOUR

September 5th, 2009

With Arizona, Colorado, and Kansas receding in the rear-view mirror, here come Texas and the southern leg.

Tuesday, September 8, 6:30 PM, MURDER BY THE BOOK, Houston — 2342 Bissonet Street, Houston TX

Thursday, September 10, 5:30 PM, GARDEN DISTRICT BOOKS, New Orleans, 2727 Prytania St., New Orleans, LA

Tuesday, September 15, 6:30 PM, MYSTERIES & MORE, Nashville, 6965 Sunnywood Drive, Nashville, TN

Wednesday, September 16, 6:00 PM, DAVIS-KIDD, Memphis, 387 Perkins EXT, Memphis, TN

Saturday, September 19, 1:00 PM, BIG SLEEP BOOKS, St. Louis, 239 North Euclid, St. Louis, MO

I had the most amazing time in Colorado and Kansas — I already knew I loved the people in Colorado, but Kansas was a revelation.  What astonishing folks.  If I get to a hotel in time to do anything at all tomorrow evening, I’ll bring you up to date: My book gets frosted at Murder By the Book, closing the restaurant with Lisa and Scott, one hundred eleven million flat miles of Kansas that were somehow ravishingly beautiful followed by hill country that was even more beautiful, my wonderful times at the Raven in Lawrence and I Love a Mystery in Mission, KS, being brotherly with the Sisters in Crime, and — ta-DAAA!  meeting longtime correspondent Larissa.  Also, Doris, my Garmin, developing a personality disorder and sending me down little country roads so small some of them might have been driveways, getting pulled over by Kansas cops for doing 80 in what I think was somebody’s living room, and making them laugh so hard they let me go without a ticket.

Kansas.  I don’t know why Dorothy wanted to leave.
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16 Responses to “MORE OF THE NEVERENDING TOUR”

1. Suzanna Says: 
September 5th, 2009 at 8:28 pm 

Why doesn’t it surprise me at all that you could talk your way out of a 80 mph speeding ticket in Kansas???

The closest thing I ever got to talking my way out of a citation was when I ran out of gas on the Santa Monica freeway at about 11 pm. I used a Call Box to summon help. This was in the day when very few people had cell phones because for one thing they were expensive, and they weighed about 25 pounds and had to be lugged around in a brief case. I’d never used a Call Box before so I didn’t know what to expect. A dispatcher said she’d send help. I thought she meant a tow truck service but instead a police officer showed up. He leaned into my car to ask me what happened and I thought I was going to get a ticket so when he inquired about my guitar lying on the back seat I quickly offered to play him a song. After a pitifully abbreviated rendition of “I Fall to Pieces” the officer, smiled, thanked me, summoned a tow truck and left. I felt awfully silly but at least I didn’t have to pay a fine.

2. Kathy Honda Says: 
September 6th, 2009 at 8:43 am 

Glad to hear the tour is going well. You’re entering the region of “good eats”. Just stay away from the fried pickles in Vidalia! ick. 

xoxoxo,

Kathy

3. David Jenkins Says: 
September 6th, 2009 at 9:40 am 

I think there’s enough fodder for a documentary film here. Maybe the next time around.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 7th, 2009 at 7:00 am 

Hi from Dallas:

Suzie, Will expand on all this as soon as I have time to do anything but steer and accelerate and brake for flashing lights. The cops were delightful — just great guys, definitely too nice to make it in the LAPD. Would have loved to have heard you sing Patsy Cline under those circumstances, though.

Kathy, I think we learned together about fried pickles. Somewhere in Natchez. And “ick” doesn’t begin to describe it.

And David, you provide the camera, I’ll supply the fodder. One thing there’s no shortage of in this part of the country is fodder.

5. suzanna Says: 
September 7th, 2009 at 8:22 pm 

I’d love to hear more about your escaped-citation experience whenever you recover from your drive.

Are you in the big ol’ state of Texas yet?

6. Peter Says: 
September 7th, 2009 at 9:48 pm 

Never-ending tour is right. You’re like a rolling stone.
=================
Detectives Beyond Borders
“Because Murder Is More Fun Away From Home”
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/
7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 8th, 2009 at 9:36 am 

Suzanna — Deep in the heart of Houston — my event at Murder By the Book is at 8:30 tonight.

Peter, Like a Rolling Stone but not as well paid.

8. suzanna Says: 
September 8th, 2009 at 10:06 am 

Say hello to my fellow Texans…
Strange, another possible autobiography c/o Captcha:
Voodoo Alan

9. Helen Simonson Says: 
September 9th, 2009 at 8:42 am 

Dear Tim, Sounds like a bruising road trip but so much fun. I just finished Breathing Water (could not put it down and blew a whole day curled up on the couch with it) and I think it’s the best yet. Smooth as a top grossing movie yet deep and political as ever. Who could not love Poke’s strange little family. Who could not fall for your wacky, sharp sense of humor. I just hope your blunt portrait of Thai politics doesn’t get you barred from the place! Hope the reviews are good and the road trip eats better. Congrats!

10. Larissa Says: 
September 9th, 2009 at 7:54 pm 

It was wonderful to see you in person Tim! (c: I’m glad you enjoyed “my” state-it’s one of those that surprises people, myself included!-next time like I said, you’ll have to stick around for some jazz/blues. [image: image122.png]


 It sounds like the road has been interesting to say the least-especially since DOris got a little creative here and there. (c: Glad you’re keeping us posted!

11. Suzanna Says: 
September 11th, 2009 at 8:14 pm 

Hey, Tim

Where you stay at? Are you in Weezyanna or Tennessee?

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 5:06 am 

Now I stay Tinn’see. Will ketchup wid de tour in a little bit.

13. Suzanna Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 7:23 am 

Sho’ nuf.

14. Sharai Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 6:34 pm 

Tha’ts zactly why I luv u 2.
Uh huh!

15. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 8:04 pm 

Mmmm mmmmm.

16. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 8:05 pm 

By the way, my Catcha was gangling Ehrlichman.


THE NEVERENDING TOUR — DORIS’S EVIL TWIN

September 12th, 2009

Day 16, mile 4248, Nashville.

An amazing trip.  America is so beautiful, and it’s easy to forget that when you just fly across it, as I’ve done for most of my life.  LA-Phoenix-Tucson-Denver-Lawrence, KS, Mission, KS, Dallas, Houston, New Orleans, Nashville — and hardly an ugly mile.

And people outside the big cities are enough to restore one’s (sorely tried) faith in human nature.  Meeting the gracious people of Kansas, Texas, and Louisiana, it’s hard to believe that rabid gasbags in Washington have been foaming at the mouth about the president telling kids to stay in school.  We all know that a kid who stays in school will grow up to be a socialist.

In fact, with an iPod serving as my radio, one of the great gifts of this trip has been the absence of news.  News (generalization ahead) sucks.

Denver was a mile high, as advertised, and I was even higher.  Had a memorable dinner with Lisa Kenney and Scott Mattlin that lasted four hours.  During it, we solved all the world’s problems, but nobody was taking notes.  Then there were 103 zillion people at Murder By the Book (almost) and Lauri, the shop’s owner, immortalized BREATHING WATER in frosting:

[image: image123.png]



Beneath the frosting was a red velvet cake, and after I finished the Bangkok show, we all sat around and got sugar-loaded and discussed things with great vigor and energy.

I should also mention that Lauri made BREATHING WATER the book of the month for her hard-boiled reading group, for which I’m grateful.  I’m assuming that “hard-boiled” refers to the genre they read rather than the members of the group, but if I’m wrong and some of you are reading this, hey, you sound like a great bunch to me.

Following Denver, we had the long downhill trip to Kansas (“downhill” is meant in a literal, not a metaphorical, sense) and my, my, Kansas is beautiful.  I took a bunch of pictures, but I am the world’s least talented photographer.  This is especially embarrassing because my friend Eric Stone, the excellent writer from whom I stole the idea of doing a PowerPoint presentation, is one of the best.  Since Eric went through Kansas shortly before I did, promoting his new one, Shanghaiid (a great read), I’ll show you one of  his pictures of Kansas.
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Mine are just like this one, but ugly.

Lawrence, Kansas is one of the country’s perfect small towns.  Several people there mentioned that they were fighting overdevelopment, and I can only hope they win.  It’s got that severe 1930s beauty, although it’s also the hardest town I’ve ever been in (including Manhattan) to find a parking space.  Lawrence is the home of a great mystery bookstore, THE RAVEN.
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The raven had aggressively promoted my appearance:
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Kansas neon.

When I went into the shop, I was told, with typical Kansas honesty, that, “Lots of times, nobody shows up.”  And at seven, the widely advertised starting time, that’s exactly how many people had showed up.  But at 7:10, there were three, and they took out their cell phones and called people, and they showed up, and the evening turned out to be terrific.  For the benefit of my editor, Peggy Hageman, who checks this site from time to time, I should note that we sold books, often two and three to a customer, at every one of these stops.

The next day I made what should have been a short trip to the town of Mission, just outside of Kansas City,  Apparently, you can usually make this drive in less time than it takes to swallow by getting on one of those big wide roads without any stoplights they have everywhere now.  But Doris’s Evil Twin suddenly appeared and sent me through an amazingly complicated tangle of roads that were narrower than my car and that led through towns so small their ZIP codes contain a fraction.  This gave me time to develop insight into the different ways cows and goats think (ask me about it some time) as well as to ask myself repeatedly why dogs chase cars.  I mean, what’s in it for them, anyway?  What are they going to do if they catch it?  Pee on a tire?  Isn’t there anything they can pee on that’s not going 35 miles an hour?

So eventually, I got to Mission and the I LOVE A MYSTERY store.   Here’s a picture of the store.
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This was one of the best stops anywhere — 50 to 60 people, a meeting with a longtime virtual friend, Larissa Uredi, and other stuff.  But I’ll have to talk about it next time because this is already long enough to need act breaks.  Back in a few days with I LOVE  MYSTERY, Kansas Cops, Doris’s crime spree, the road to (and through) Texas, and other topics of enormous interest to a very small group of people.
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9 Responses to “THE NEVERENDING TOUR — DORIS’S EVIL TWIN”

1. Larissa Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 9:42 am 

Teehee. Kansas is beautiful but for some reason GPS’s love to screw up our roads…I swear it’s not as complicated as they make it seem.

2. Suzanna Says: 
September 12th, 2009 at 9:33 pm 

Delightful reading this. Thank you for keeping us up on all the news that doesn’t, um, suck. 

I think it’s safe to say you are having a terrific trip.

Who writes the captcha phrases? Could it be Doris or her evil twin? Here’s what mine says:

Parmalee Close-Check

Try using that in a sentence.

3. RJ McGill Says: 
September 13th, 2009 at 9:08 am 

Thanks for sharing your trip, if it is going 1/2 as interestingly as you make it sound, then it’s pretty darned cool! I’m keeping my fingers (& a couple of toes) crossed that we can make it to Nashville….
Here’s hoping we see you there!
-RJ

4. Phil Hanson Says: 
September 13th, 2009 at 11:02 am 

If Cheech and Chong were right, dogs chase cars because they like to “get off” on the exhaust. And do you realize that even as you travel away from Portland, you’re getting closer to it? Yeah, I know, it’s a paradox, but stranger things have happened.

5. Lisa Kenney Says: 
September 13th, 2009 at 9:12 pm 

I love following Tim’s Excellent Adventure! And damn, you weren’t taking notes either? It’s a shame because we really did solve all the world’s problems.

6. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 13th, 2009 at 9:49 pm 

Riss — Teehee indeed. But it’s not just Kansas — Doris put me through a little Nashville adventure yesterday, putting me into a loop — right, then right, then right, then right, and then I was right back where I started. I turned her off and turned her on again, and she came to her senses. I’d like to program her so the next time I have to do that, she’ll say, “Thanks, I needed that.” 

Suzanna — It’s been more fun than I ever could have imagined. And now I’ve got four days in Nashville, staying in a real hotel with a roof and everything rather than a Motel 6 (or 5 1/2 in some instances). Seeing friends, writing again (2700 words today!), getting my whole wardrobe dry cleaned, and writing some more. I’m working on Parmalee Close-Check. It would help if I knew what Parmalee was. Or, for that matter, Close-Check.

RJ — I’m REALLY hoping you can make it, but I know (better now than three weeks ago) how long a long drive can seem. I’ve got fingers crossed for you, though.

Phil, remember the only good joke in JURASSIC PARK? As they’re driving the jeep with the tyrannosaurus in pursuit they cut to a close-up of the rear-view mirror, and it says OBJECTS IN MIRROR ARE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR. That’s how I feel about Portland as I turn south and then east. Portland looms in that mirror. See you there, I hope.

Lisa, the terrible thing is that you were so brilliant on the issue of world currency and how utilization of a sort of financial Esperanto could wipe out simultaneously the national debts of countries all over the globe. Damn. I knew I should have been writing. 

Captcha is yelping current.

7. Phil Hanson Says: 
September 14th, 2009 at 12:05 pm 

I’m pretty sure that Jurassic Park (the movie) got the idea for that joke from a Gahan Wilson cartoon that appeared in Playboy magazine back in the ’70s. And yes, I’ll see you there; only death or total incapacitation could keep me away.

Safe journey, my friend.

8. Larissa Says: 
September 17th, 2009 at 8:31 am 

I wish I could turn off all the stupid people I hear talking sometimes and then turn them back on and have them come to their senses. It would make life a little more entertaining…and everyone around me would be much easier to get along with! (c: 

wow…it’s like my captcha read my mind…Oct bloat 

I’m going to name a dessert after that. Think there would be any takers?

9. Walt Pascoe Says: 
September 17th, 2009 at 12:04 pm 

Having a great time following your Excellent Adventure, Tim. It will be fascinating to see if any of these experiences find their way into your work someday.
Happy trails !


Reviewing the Reviews

September 18th, 2009

A break from the tour, although there’s more coming.  The good news is that Breathing Water is getting absolutely amazing reviews.Here’s a sampling, by no means complete.

“The best thriller of the year. Smart, fast, exotic.” (Larry Beinhart, author of SALVATION BOULEVARD and American Hero (AKA Wag the Dog)

“Hallinan has outdone himself with Breathing Water. The previous Bangkok Thrillers are outstanding books but Breathing Water is even better . . . Breathing Water keeps the reader on edge until the very satisfying conclusion.” (www.booksnbytes.com (5 stars)

“Breathing Water is action-packed and steamily atmospheric, and as cleverly plotted a mystery as you are likely to read this year.” (BookPage/Mystery of the Month)

“The book is extraordinary, magnificent, exceptional, heart-shaking, heart-breaking, brilliant. As I read this book, I laughed, I cried, I gasped-but I never, ever yawned. Breathing Water is a great book. ” (www.reviewingtheevidence.com )

“[A] searing beauty of a book. A compelling tale of a quiet hero just trying to get by in the best worst city in the world. If you like exotic thrillers that are as full of heart as they are twists and reverses, you should check it out.” (Schuler Books Blog )

“Breathing Water is the best contemporary crime fiction I’ve read in a long time. I plan on going out immediately and buying all of Hallinan’s other books.” (TheGenreReview.com )

“Hallinan has crafted a fast-paced, high-energy thriller that grabs you from the very first moment and doesn’t let up . . . . Breathing Water is indeed the best crime fiction I’ve read, not only this year, but in the past ten. ” (www.thenovelblog.com )

“Breathing Water is as brilliant a piece of crime fiction as I’ve had the pleasure of reading, from the clean prose of the author to Poke Rafferty’s noir humor, and the richness of the Thai landscape.” (www.gumshoereview.com )

“The thrill in reading Breathing Water comes from the subtle but relentless escalation of tension in the story. . . . The poignant conclusion will no doubt bring a tear or two to one’s eyes. A remarkable and unusual novel and may be Hallinan’s best to date. ” (www.mysteriousreviews.com )

“A Nail Through the Heart was a revelation, yet The Fourth Watcher was a leap forward. Breathing Water takes another step. It’s a book you’d be sorry to finish if you weren’t so emotionally exhausted by the end. Look for it on award lists at the end of the year.” (www.newmysteryreader.com )

“This is a book that can be enjoyed on many levels. The mystery, danger, and intrigue satisfy the lover of mystery and thriller, while the relationships give the story depth. Especially nice is the relationship between Rafferty and Arthit, one of the few honest cops in Bangkok.” (www.bloggernews.net/122019 )

“A terrific thriller . . . Last year’s The Fourth Watcher was [Hallinan's] best yet — but his new one, Breathing Water, tops it. Hallinan’s books are more ferocious than [John] Burdett’s, and he excels at creating truly frightening villains.” (Dick Adler, theknowledgeableblogger.blogspot.com )

“The latest entry in the compelling “Bangkok Thriller” series. I love this series because the Bangkok setting offers a platform for Hallinan to explore social and ethical conventions. (With) a strong theme supporting love, family and loyalty while challenging our Western preconceptions of what those things should really mean.” (San Jose Mercury News )

“If you have not yet discovered the Poke Rafferty/Bangkok Thriller series, it’s time to put on a wetsuit and start Breathing Water. A rich, multi-leveled, intelligent thriller series that will tickle you to laugh, challenge you to think, and buckle you in for an adventurous ride through Bangkok.” (Jen’s Book Thoughts)

“Captures the essence of life in Bangkok and delivers all the mystery, intrigue and breathtaking excitement one comes to expect from the Poke Rafferty series of superb crime thriller novels. With this one, author Hallinan is at the top of his game. ” (www.perfecttext.com )

“Hallinan’s prose will engage readers…. Never lags for intrigue as it interweaves the lives of Thai street children with a tale of political power gone bad.” (Kirkus Reviews )

“The dialogue crackles, the sense of one of the world’s edgiest cities is sharp, and the plight of the poor, especially the children, is moving.” (Booklist )

“Another masterpiece of contemporary crime fiction. Hallinan takes us on a thrilling Tuk Tuk ride into a city seemingly always on the verge of chaos that somehow always manages to hold together-if you like tautly plotted, intelligent crime fiction do yourself a favor and jump on board.” (Adrian McKinty, author of Dead I Well May Be and Fifty Grand )

“Cleverly crafted, masterfully written, characters and dialogue rooted in reality, Breathing Water offers fascinating insights into the dark side of crime in another culture. Written with the authority of one who knows life on the hard edge in southeast Asia. Another wonderful read from an author who knows his business.” (Steve Martini, New York Times bestselling author of Shadow of Power and Compelling Evidence )

“Breathing Water is a stunning, beautiful, and gripping thriller. Hallinanweaves together an engrossing story with prose that jump off the page, andmakes you feel like you are actually there. No question, this is one of the best books of the year.” (Brett Battles, author of SHADOW OF BETRAYAL and THE CLEANER )

“Humor and horror expertly play off one another in a rapid-fire story of political intrigue and murder. The plot is skillfully tangled and the sense of menace refreshingly relentless. Top form writing set in Bangkok, a great place for action and a backdrop Hallinan uses to superb advantage.” (James Church, author of A Corpse in the Koryo )

“Breathing Water is an expertly-crafted novel, set in fascinating Southeast Asia, an where Hallinan lives an knows well. He doesn’t shrink from the nastier elements of Thai life nor from the less popular realities of the region’s politics. Combine that with lyrical sentences and characters with whom you’d like to spend an evening, and you’ve got a winning and compelling novel.”  (www.suite101.com)

“Breathing Water crackles with the intrigue and danger of the streets and sanctums of modern-day Bangkok. Like a twenty-first century Maltese Falcon laced with Bangkok 8.” (Andrew Gross, New York Times bestselling author of The Blue Zone, The Dark Tide, and Don’t Look Twice )

Sheesh.  This makes me really nervous about the next one.

	[image: image129]

	This entry was posted on Friday, September 18th, 2009 at 9:00 pm and is filed under All Blogs. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site. 

2 Responses to “Reviewing the Reviews”

1. Suzanna Says: 
September 19th, 2009 at 5:45 am 

Congratulations on the superlative reviews!

You really don’t need to be nervous, Tim. Your work is consistently wonderful. Can’t wait for the next one!

2. Andrea Says: 
September 25th, 2009 at 2:50 pm 

Wow, congratulations! These are beyond glowing.


End of the Road

September 21st, 2009

I’m at 4970 miles and 16 states, and here’s the rest of the Neverending Tour:

Tuesday, September 22, 7:00 PM, The Mystery Company, 233 2nd Avenue SW, Carmel, Indiana

Wednesday, September 23, 6:00 PM, Foul Play Books, 27 E. College Avenue, Westerville, Ohio

Tuesday, September 29, 12 noon, Seattle Mystery Bookstore. 113 Cherry Street, Seattle, Washington

Wednesday, September 30, 7:00 PM, Murder By The Book, 3210 SE Hawthorne Boulevard, Portland, Oregon

Friday, October 2, 2009, 7:00 PM, M is for Mystery, 86 E. Third Avenue, San Mateo, CA (with the wonderful Wendy Hornsby)

Sunday, October 4, 3:45 PM, West Hollywood Book Fair, Panel on “Dark and Twisted: Testing the Limits of Depravity” (Moi?) , West Hollywood Park, California, obviously

Then ZZZZZZZZZZZ for several days, and also some writing — remember writing? And then:

Thursday, October 15, 7:30 PM, Flintridge Books & Coffee House, 946 Flintridge Boulevard, in (counterintuitively) La Canada, California

If you’re going to be near any of those locations and you would be entertained by a man who is holding onto his sanity by a hair, and a hair with failing roots, by all means, show up.  Smile at me.  I need it.

And I can’t say enough about how kind everyone has been at every stop along the way.  Bookstore owners and their customers are the best people in the world.
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4 Responses to “End of the Road”

1. suzanna Says: 
September 21st, 2009 at 2:56 pm 

That’s a ton of miles Tim. I’m happy that people have been kind to you along the way. I’ll be seeing you in San Mateo and will be happy to see you no matter what your hair is like that day or what state of mind you’re in.

2. karen from mentor Says: 
September 22nd, 2009 at 1:18 pm 

Hey Tim,
Although I would LOVE to come see you holding onto your last bit of sanity [especially since there might have been CAKE] I accidentally landed a paying gig for Wednesday and won’t be able to drive seven hours round trip to see you.

I will send you a big beaming smile….[here] …that should get you all the way through OHIO…..you’ll have to refuel for Washington…
Don’t do any of the zzzzzzzzzzzing in the car…Doris still needs adult supervision.

Karen :0)

3. Larissa Says: 
September 27th, 2009 at 8:49 pm 

Yes-driving while sleeping=bad. Here’s a big smile for you as well [image: image131.png]


 and another one. (c: Anyway-sounds like you’ve had a great run and have lots of cool states ahead of you, I think you’ll make it out in tact. I have faith. One of us has to, right? Enjoy! MyCaptcha: Wasfi slammers. Uhm-wasfi?

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 28th, 2009 at 9:19 pm 

Sorry not to have responded, y’all. This trip leaves very little fuel in the tank at the end of the day — drive, hotel, dress, event, sleep, pack, drive, hotel . . . You get the picture.

Zanna, I would never have a bad hair day for you, and if I do, I’ll wear my polka-dot do-rag. And I’ll be happy because I’ll (a) see you, and (b) be one day away from home.

Karen, sorry you couldn’t make it, but I do understand about money, which trumps most stuff. And Ohio was a breeze — it was the drive from Billings, Montana to Spokane that took three years off my life.

Riss — I’ll take a smile from you any time, since you have one of the world’s greatest. I’m intact so far, and cool is actually shading into cold now that I’m in Seattle. And don’t you DARE slam that wasfi. They’re very well organized.

And my captcha is encouragement Neubert. Sounds like a French children’s book.


Travels with Doris — Catching Up

September 27th, 2009

Okay, sorry.  I know how you were all biting your nails about when you’d get the next trip report, so here it is.

Leaving Kansas, Doris decided to put me on a series of back roads that ran through people’s rose gardens and driveways, and slowed from 70 mph to 15 with no discernible reason, unless you count children playing in the street.  Inevitably, I missed a speed sign, and the red-and-blue lights went on behind me.  I pulled over, envisioning a week in a jail cell with deputies who worked as extras on “Deliverance” until the cop came up to the window and said, “Sir?  In case you’re wondering why I stopped you?  You was doing 90 in a 55-mile an hour area?”  He spoke exclusively in questions.  He was about fourteen, plump shading to fat, with the rosiest cheeks I’d ever seen.  I showed him Doris and told him she’d been leading me through people’s living rooms, and he said, “Where y’all trying to git to?” and I said “Dallas,” and he started to laugh.  He said, “Hold on?” and went back to his car.

Five minutes later, he was back with his partner, a much older man whose skin looked like a new synthetic designed to allow people to lay burning cigarettes on it and let them burn to the filter without leaving a mark.  The young cop asked me to show Doris to the old one, and the old one started laughing and said, “Son, that thing’s tryin’ to take you to Santa Fe.”  Then he hit the young one on the shoulder, hard enough to knock him a couple of steps sideways.  Then they both laughed.  The old cop said, “Don’t you listen to that there woman,” meaning Doris, and gave me directions to the I-35 going south, and the young one handed me a yellow piece of paper and said, “This don’t mean you have to go court or pay nothing?  This is just a warning.”  And they drove off, and I turned Doris off and followed the cop’s directions to the I-35.

Then I drove south forever.  Texas is quite large.  Ultimately, I got to Houston and MURDER BY THE BOOK, one of the busiest and best-stocked mystery bookstores in the country, and thanks to everyone there for (a) being so nice, and (b) turning out the whole world.  I somehow neglected to take a single picture, but a terrific young novelist named Rachel Brady, whose first book, FINAL APPROACH, has just come out, took this shot of me unknowingly modeling the cover of my book.
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It’d make a good T-shirt, wouldn’t it?  Thanks, Rachel.  Oh, and we sold lots and lots of books.  And then I had the enormous pleasure of having dinner with two new friends, Agelia (Meche) and Eric.  Meche is the niece of Alicia Aguayo, who is one of the two people to whom BREATHING WATER is dedicated.  And thanks for dinner, you two — it was a wonderful evening.

After Houston, I went to New Orleans, to Garden District Books, where the rainstorm I’d been towing around behind me like a kite finally caught up with me and produced a downpour of Bangkok proportions.  So attendance was a tad on the scanty side, although that just gave me time to talk to everyone and to meet a longtime correspondent whose name, Elora, I stole for BREATHING WATER.
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The Garden District staff also recommended two books I’ve been reading ever since, Glen David Gold’s SUNNYSIDE, a novel about Charlie Chaplin (and more or less the whole world during Chaplin’s time), and Roberto Bolano’s monolithic 2666 (roughly 900 pages) which has pretty much owned my life when I wasn’t either driving, talking in bookstores, or writing.  What a book.  Only got about 50 pages to go, and I’m having withdrawal pains already, although let me warn you that it’s really, really grim for about 300 pages that detail the killings of some 200 women in Sonora, Mexico.

Then I made the extravagantly beautiful drive from New Orleans to Nashville, where I took about four days off to write and to hang around with my friend Robb, who was a member of Bread, won an Oscar, has written a bunch of tremendous country hits, and just generally underachieved.  He’s now living like a member of the baronial elite, if the baronial elite feed their own horses and, um, goats.  Here he is, being convincingly country.
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And here he is, doing nothing in a country fashion on the porch in front of his barn.
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He lives surrounded by dogs.  I also had a great dinner with him, his wife, Maddy, and his two kids at the house in town, which has smaller dogs and lacks goats and horses but is still pretty swell.

Nashville also gave me a chance to meet some other friends, including a clutch of mystery writers, but I’ll save that and the signing at MYSTERIES AND MORE for the next post, which will come more quickly than this one did, since I’m now in Spokane and heading for Seattle and the end of the road.  It’s been a phenomenal trip.
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6 Responses to “Travels with Doris — Catching Up”

1. Rachel Brady Says: 
September 27th, 2009 at 8:04 pm 

Plump shading to fat. Love it!

2. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
September 27th, 2009 at 10:40 pm 

Hey – Robb ain’t “doin’ nuthin.” Clearly, he’s setting a spell. Can’t you tell the difference? Yeesch! You’re such a city boy!

Good news! My neighbor’s copy of Breathing Water came yesterday! She’s busy reading and loving your story (and hating you a bit for making her cry). 

Glad to hear your trip is going well. Safe miles….

My captcha: grand morpheme

Hmmmm…I think I want some of that, but it sounds like it might be illegal in the great state of Nevada (without a prescription).

3. Greg Smith Says: 
September 28th, 2009 at 7:39 pm 

GPS and artificial intelligence? Not so much. I’ve had people try to use Map quest to get to my house and they’ve ended up in the front yards of people who have to rappel to their cars.
It’s been loads of fun following your travels.
I just finished Breathing Water and my lungs are killing me.
Thanks for another great read, Tim. They just keep getting better and better.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 28th, 2009 at 9:12 pm 

Hi, Rachel — Thanks — the kid was actually adorable. Try to get off with a warning from the LAPD some day.

Cynthia — He’s actually setting for a spell after choring, but I couldn’t bring myself to use “chore” as a verb. And let me know what the grand morpheme does for you. There’s probably a site selling it somewhere.

Greg — Thanks for the niceness about BREATHING WATER, and the lungs line actually made me laugh, sitting all alone up here in my desolate hotel room in Seattle. Sob. But I’ll be home SATURDAY!!!!!!

5. Larissa Says: 
September 29th, 2009 at 7:34 am 

Oh Tim, only you could find the two most amicable cops (one obviously intent on playing a Game of Questions) and get out of a speeding ticket like that. I’ll have to get a GPS and carry it around. Hehe. Well done. And as far as “choring” as a verb-I heard someone use “Swine Flu-ing” the other day…so there are worse crimes.

So what’d you think of N’awlans? I believe you said it was the first time you’d been back since that whole Katrina thing happened. 

and my captcha is: Selma morose 

Poor Selma!

6. Stefan Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 7:12 pm 

hey Tim, always glad to hear about yr travels. sorry it rained in the States but the folks in these parts (more specifically, Philippines and Vietnam) are currently settin’ a spell on the roofs of their houses. we’ve been getting the occasional half-a-meter to two-meters of squalls here in Hong Kong but we’ve got good drainage.

i just HAD to list the captcha as it’s a blend of the sublime and the absurd:

the permed

WTF? as the kids say.

Stefan


Denver Post: “One of Best of Year”

September 29th, 2009

This just came in this morning — a review by Tom and Enid Schantz in the Denver Post. Tom and Enid are among the deans of mystery reviewers in the country, and this is a killer review.  Note especially the last two paragraphs, which would lighten the heart of any touring, semi-exhausted writer:

The Denver Post


September 27, 2009 Sunday
FINAL EDITION


MYSTERY

BYLINE: By Tom and Enid Schantz

SECTION: Pg. E-13

LENGTH: 755 words

Breathing Water, by Timothy Hallinan, $24.99. Poke Rafferty, an expatriate American journalist living in Bangkok, wins the opportunity of a lifetime in a poker game: to write the biography of Khun Pan, a colorful self-made billionaire and a man of great power whose criminal past hasn’t kept him from being a hero to Thailand’s poorest and most vulnerable citizens.

Soon this dream job turns into a nightmare as Poke is told that he’ll be killed by one faction if he writes the book and killed by another if he doesn’t. Even worse, he realizes that he has put his beloved family in danger.

His family, which means the world to him, consists of Rose, a beautiful Thai former bar girl with a heart as big as Poke’s, and Miaow, a former street child whom the two of them have adopted. With their help, Poke sets out to thwart the bad guys, but it’s a losing battle until they’re unexpectedly joined by a children’s army of resourceful street urchins who have an agenda of their own.

Hallinan is a born storyteller, layering plot upon plot and twist upon turn, and, as a bonus, he’s a superb stylist whose assured prose continually delights and surprises the reader.

While Poke may still be struggling to understand Thai culture, Hallinan, who has lived in the country at least part time for many years, knows it well and brilliantly brings it to life. He also creates a large cast of amazingly well-differentiated characters, both good and bad. But most of all, he’s written a thriller with a heart that’s easily one of the best books of the year.

YeeeeHAAAAAAAA.
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1. Sylvia Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 2:00 am 

Hurray!

Of course, we already knew you were brilliant but it is nice to have it confirmed. [image: image138.png]


 

2. Glenn Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 6:18 am 

Hey Tim,

Great to see you yesterday in downtown Seattle. You’ve always been able to make me laugh!! The review is splendid and worthy of your work. BREATHING is a remarkable achievement and there will be more laudatory reviews to come….I am certain of that.

3. Leah Melika Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 7:43 am 

Congrats Tim!
Munyin said that you were going to Portland. I want to FB my friends your info. Where will your presentation be held? I don’t know if they can make it but it is worth a try.

Leah Melika

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 7:53 am 

Thanks, everyone. These are particularly good reviewers, so their opinion means even more to me.

Leah, it’s at 7 PM at Murder By the Book. I think the address is in the post called END OF THE ROAD or something, just two below this one. (I can’t look at it while I’m answering you.)

5. Larissa Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 8:13 am 

Congrats Tim on another stellar review. Many more of these and people will start to think you’re really good or something It’s nice when things get sent your way when you need them the most. It’s a confirmation that yes, all the sleepless driving through wandering roads and across front porches is actually *working*. (c: 

captcha: wingless Bemkc. Is it Evolution or Misfortune? News at 10pm.

6. Lisa Kenney Says: 
September 30th, 2009 at 9:42 pm 

Bravo!!! And I am extra happy to know the stellar review came from my local [image: image139.png]


 

7. Andrea Says: 
October 4th, 2009 at 12:57 pm 

Wow, congratulations again, Tim! You’re on a roll. [image: image140.png]


 

8. karen from mentor Says: 
October 8th, 2009 at 9:33 am 

Hey Tim congrats on the great press!
I just thought that since the review above left out the words multi-textured tapestry that delights the senses that I’d put my two cents out into the cyberworld….
So I reviewed Breathing Water at B&N.
Now get some sleep sir, you’re still tired.
Karen :0) 

http://my.barnesandnoble.com/communityportal/review.aspx?reviewid=1226096


Reading In Self-Defense

November 1st, 2009

This has been an interesting month, especially since I was having such a hard time throughout with the book I’m writing, “The Rocks.”  (If my editor reads this — Peggy, it’s coming along great.) I was reading to retreat from the writing wars, mainly in self-defense.  Anyway, here’s what I pulled off the shelves:

VANILLA RIDE, Joe R. Lansdale — I always forget how much I love Lansdale until I read him again, whether it’s the darker books, such as THE BOTTOMS, or the hilariously violent and violently hilarious Hap and Leonard books, such as this one.  I slid through this like I was greased and laughed out loud at least fifty times.  Also found this gem on, ahem, non-genre writing: “. . . read a little from a book by an author who didn’t use quotation marks and was scared to death his work might be entertaining.“  You go, Joe.  Anyone out there who hasn’t read Joe Lansdale, should.

BLOODBORN, Kathryn Fox — A female forensic scientist with a twist (she’s likable) and a twisty story with some good writing, excellent pacing, and persuasive atmosphere.  Somewhat tarnished for me by an extra twist at the end, a surprise that’s preserved only by a character behaving very uncharacteristically for about 40 pages, when in fact, given his relationship with the protagonist, there was no reason he wouldn’t have spared her all the anxiety by leveling with her.  This kind of thing drives me a little crazy.

CHINA TRADE, S.J. Rozan — What a treat, accidentally starting an absolutely terrific (and new to me) series with the first book.  The hero is a Chinese-American private eye named Lydia Chin who has an incipient, but thus far only incipient, romantic relationship with her sometimes partner, a male private eye named Bill Smith. I’ve been resistant to this series for some reason, which just goes to show you how wrong I can be, because it’s a model of good detective writing, strong on relationships and frequently quite funny.  I have a teensy amount of trouble with Bill — I’m a guy, and there just aren’t many of us as patient, high-principled, and long-suffering as he is.  But maybe that’s just me.  I loved the book and will get to the rest of the series as soon as I cross the finish line on “The Rocks.”

THE PERFUMED SLEEVE, Laura Joh Rowland — Number God only knows in the Sano Ichiro series.  I’m a complete and total sucker for Rowland, and I have been spacing out the books in the series very deliberately to make them last as long as I can.  Fortunately for me, there are a lot of them, with more on the way.  She’s essentially telling one gigantic story about treachery and duty in medieval Japan, with characters who have massive five- and six-book arcs, and I just eat it up. One of the best things about this book is that it marks the departure, although perhaps temporary, of the character I have the most trouble swallowing, the extravagantly crazy Lady Yanagisawa.

IN A TEAPOT, Terence Flaherty — A very tidy PI story set in 1948 — extremely economical (118 pages), full of rounded characters, and with a pitch-perfect sense of period.  Nifty mystery, too, set around an abortive attempt to film Shakespeare’s “The Tempest.”  This was generously given to me by Jim Huang of The Mystery Company in Indianapolis when I met his daughter, Miranda, and mentioned that Shakespeare created the name for “The Tempest” and that the play was woven through “The Rocks.”  Thanks a lot, Jim — I really liked it and will call you for Flaherty’s other titles.

SECOND VIOLIN, John Lawton– The newest of Lawton’s Freddy Troy mysteries, in which the mystery story proper is often off toward the margins, since the books usually present a much broader picture — in this case, the first days of World War II and the detention in Britain of practically everyone who’s not properly British.  I admire Lawson immensely for the ambitious approach he takes: a huge hunk of top-quality historical fiction with a mystery tucked into it.  Great stuff.  And he’s enormously dependable, something I’m struggling to be at the moment.

WICKED CITY, Ace Atkins — Ace Atkins is my thriller discovery of the year, so far.  I did a radio interview in Memphis with a wonderful guy named Stephen Usery, and at the end of it I asked him for the name of one writer I had to read, and he immediately named Ace Atkins, who lives in Oxford, Mississippi.  WICKED CITY is just an amazing book, a complex thriller about the 1950s cleanup of a moral sewer called Phenix City, in Alabama, with a huge cast of heroes, villains, sad sacks, standbys, has-beens, wanna-bes, and never-wases, and every one of them is a complete human being.  I even found most of the villains sympathetic, with the single exception of someone Atkins obviously means for us to hate and whom he makes inescapably hateful.  I’ve ordered all of Atkins’ books and am currently reading DEVIL’S GARDEN, a great take on the Fatty Arbuckle case with Dashiell Hammett as a primary character, and no, it’s not gimmicky at all.  Read this guy.  He’s terrific.

THE RESURRECTIONIST, Jack O’Connell — Did not finish and will not try again.  A maybe-thriller about a boy in a coma, his father, and a really repellent comic book about a vastly unappealing group of circus freaks (that’s the word in the book) who make the cast of Tod Browning’s infamous film “Freaks” look like Brad and Angelina.  O’Connell may have written some terrific books, but this one is not for me.

Then there were some non-thrillers/mysteries:

THE CHINA LOVER, Ian Buruma — Fascinating novel based on the improbable (but real) life of Yoshiko Yamaguchi, a Manchurian-born Japanese woman who became a Chinese movie star called Li Xianglan, then a star in Japan under her own name, then a somewhat successful actress in Hollywood and New York as Shirley Yamaguchi, and finally a well-known journalist on Japanese television who morphed into a politician.  But that’s not what the book is actually about.  In telling Yamaguchi’s story, Buruma looks at several tumultuous periods of history — the Japanese state of Manchukuo in Manchuria, overthrown by the Chinese revolution; the bitter world of postwar Japan, rebuilding from the ashes; the violent youth revolutions of the 1970s, exemplified by crazies like the Japanese Red Army, the Baader-Meinhof Gang, and others; and the early struggles between Israel and the Palestinians.  These are all seen from perspectives very different from the conventional Western ones.  A great read.

THE MONSTER OF FLORENCE, Douglas Preston and Mario Spezi — Did not finish.  This true-crime account of an Italian serial killer has way, way too many suspects, no real resolution in sight, and the connection between the narrator and the crimes was too tenuous to hold my interest.  Preston is usually someone I enjoy, but not this time out.

MILES FROM NOWHERE, Nami Mun — My favorite novel of 2009, as of October 31.  I’ve already bought and given away several copies.  The story, almost undoubtedly autobiographical, of a runaway Korean-American girl, thrown in her teens from a nightmare household onto the roughest streets of New York and coping any way she can, up to and including heroin and hooking.  Heartbreaking, terrifying, hilariously funny (in the way Christopher Walken‘s horrific speech about Dad’s watch was so funny in “Pulp Fiction“), and miraculously uplifting — frequently all at the same time.  MILES FROM NOWHERE joins a relatively small group of books that I’ll read repeatedly over however many years I might continue to be able to read.  And the writing is fine enough to drive me to despair.

Nami Mun is my new hero.  And she just won the Whiting Award, so good for her.
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1. Phil Hanson Says: 
November 2nd, 2009 at 4:07 pm 

None of the books you cited–nor their authors–are familiar to me, but you can be sure I’ll be looking for them at my local library.

Just finished reading The Bone Polisher last night. It’s a great story, humor abounds, and Lansdale can eat his heart out. And yes, I will read Lansdale on the basis of your recommendation.

Another author worth reading is Bill Cameron, whom we both met at Murder By the Book, in Portland, the night of your Breathing Water book signing. Lost Dog and Chasing Smoke are excellent stories, and Cameron has a knack for bringing his characters to life. Highly recommended.

So, Tim, when is The Rocks due out? I’m looking forward to reading it. And there it is, the reason why I read so much. It provides a handy excuse for not having time to write a book of my own.

2. karen from mentor Says: 
November 2nd, 2009 at 5:11 pm 

Tim have you ever read Tim Dorsey? He can make you laugh and cringe in the same sentence. I read Terry Pratchett when I just want my brain to be happy.
[Like during NaNo...day two...still happy]
I’ve made a note of your must reads.
Thanks for the shopping list.
Karen :0)

3. Larissa Says: 
November 12th, 2009 at 11:19 am 

Hey there (c:

glad to see you’re still alive over there. I hope it’s fits of your usual amazing writing that is keeping you away from the blogosphere. 

I’m going to go find a copy of Miles from Nowhere for sure now. I saw it the other day and didn’t get it and now I know that I must. 

Not much here in good ol’ Kansas. I did swing by The Raven in Lawrence the other day when i was out that way-it’s a neat little place.

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
November 13th, 2009 at 10:17 pm 

Everyone — I am so sorry to have been so rude and not replied. I’ve been in a flophouse sweat about the new book ever since I got home from the tour and realized I had about seven weeks left, a runaway story, and no ending. I’ve literally been writing 10-11 hours a day and read all the books above in bed, trying to get to sleep when I was waaaayyyyy too anxious to keep my eyes closed. 

So last night aroud 4AM I woke up realizing that the ending I’d been working toward was a crock of, um offal, and awful to boot, and I lay there literally sweating for about 90 minutes. Just as the windows started to pale I realized I had worked my way all the way through to the end, and I rechecked the whole thing a couple of times and then rolled over and went back to sleep until about 9. Worked all day today and it’s just getting better.

Phil — Thanks for liking THE BONE POLISHER. That’s one of the books in the Simeon series I’m a little ambivalent about. (My favorites are THE FOUR LAST THINGS, EVERYTHING BUT THE SQUEAL, and THE MAN WITH NO TIME.) But what do I know? And I just finished Bill Cameron’s CHASING SMOKE and absolutely loved it. I wrote him a couple of days ago to say so. And I think you’ll love Lansdale.

Karen — I’ve read a lot of Tim Dorsey, and I really admire him. I think he’s funny as hell and he knows how to structure a story. Also love his cover designs. I’ve never read Patchett, but once I finish THE ROCKS, I have acres of time stretching in front of me.

And Riss, hope you like MILES FROM NOWHERE. I obviously loved it. Wish I could swing by The Raven with you.

Best to all, and sorry again.


The Unfinish Line

November 17th, 2009

Never begin a blog with the word “I.”  There, that takes care of that.

I am at a juncture in the writing process that I don’t read about often– the point where you’ve actually written the last words of your novel, you’ve wrapped up the story and brought home all the characters who are coming home, and you know there are one hundred twelve thousand things wrong with the book.  That’s something a writer can live with, because it just requires 112,000 fixes.  The real killjoy is the doubt, looming like a thick, cold fog, that the whole thing doesn’t add up to a weed salad.

What does a writer in this position do?

What this one does is fix the 112,000 things that are wrong.  I’ve been making notes as I wrote the book and the story and characters morphed beneath my fingers into something I never expected.  I make all those notes in a second document that’s open on my computer the whole time I’m writing.  As the story takes unforeseen directions, I remind myself of things in the earlier chapters that will need to be goosed, or — to put it more elegantly — rethought.  I also make notes of the scenes that wake me up in the middle of the night, screaming, “I’M WEEEAAAK.”   And the characters, both major and minor, who might as well be sock puppets for all the vitality they project.  And everything else that has bothered me during the writing period.

I do these things in strict manuscript order, starting with Chapter One, which, much to my surprise (since I haven’t read it in about eight months) is killer.  When I finish making the changes to Chapter One, I outline that chapter — its title, what day of the week it is, what interval of time it covers, its location, who’s in it — major characters who are appearing for the first time are named IN CAPS to help me track that — and, of course, what happens.  So here’s the outline for Chapter One

CH 1, TEMPORARY HONEYS: Friday night, 8-9:30, Patpong: RAFFERTY (unidentified)  in the Lap Bar, watching Lek dance, ARTHIT in the street below, caught up in the carnival, watching the machine at work as it converts youth and allure into cash.  We track them to their meeting at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the Lap Bar, where they perform the charade that frightens Lek all the way back to Isaan.  Rafferty heads down to Silom to meet Rose and Miaow for dinner.

So I work through the changes in each chapter in order, tightening and rewriting as necessary, and adding to the chapter outline as I go.  I try not to get bogged down on any one change, so I also have my second document open, which allows me to note the places that still need work.  When I’ve finished, I review the outline, looking for everything from chronological problems to real problems — it’s like a 20,000-foot view of the book.

I’m on Chapter 11, THE MOON BELOW, now, and it’s coming together pretty well.  There are patches that are kind of grim and others that are tired and/or lazy, but I can fix those on the next pass.  Bigger questions are looming, though, and those will be more difficult to deal with.  I made a conscious decision when I set out to write this book never to get inside the villain, never to try to explain his pathology, but rather to experience him as his victims do.  That may be wrong, and if it is, major surgery will be necessary.

I also had the temerity to write a center section, some 130 manuscript pages long, that’s told largely from the perspective of a 17-year-old girl and is populated almost entirely by women.  This decision wasn’t made lightly; I’d had eight novels published before I had the nerve (in THE FOURTH WATCHER) to write a scene between two women without a man present.  So now I’ve got something like 35,000 words that’s essentially girls-only.  It was necessary if I was going to tell the story I wanted to tell, which is basically how an unworldly 17-year-old village girl named Kwan, or “Spirit,” becomes Rose, the extremely worldly, and somewhat damaged, woman Rafferty marries.

These last two problems — the big ones — will almost certainly have to wait until I’ve put the manuscript aside for a while and until I’ve read it aloud to my incredibly patient wife, and it’s been read by my two first readers, who are my agent and my editor.  During the interval between the time I send them the manuscript and the time they get back to me, I’ll be walking into things and waking up at 3 AM asking myself why I let anyone see the story.

And then, if they like the manuscript enough to put the effort into making it better, I’ll go into production mode, improving it at every stage (with a lot of help), and eventually there will be an actual book, a sort of congealed slab of imagination, that I can hold up and show to people and point at while I say, “I did this.”  And then, in my mind, it will become inert, a noun instead of a verb, and I’ll be thinking about whatever story presents itself next.

For now, though, I’m in the “unfinished” stage, which is a little like suspended animation.  But at least I finally know that the story actually does have an ending.
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7 Responses to “The Unfinish Line”

1. Philip Coggan Says: 
November 17th, 2009 at 5:55 pm 

Don Rumsfeld did the world few services, but at least he pointed out the distinction between Known Unknowns and Unknown Unknowns. It’s the unknown ones that are the killers. (Hey, that sounds like the starting point for a novel…)

Hang in there baby.

2. Dana King Says: 
November 18th, 2009 at 6:16 am 

The knowledge of Rose you have obtained through the first three Rafferty books will make the “women only” section work better and easier than you expect. No question you have the chops for it, and you know the character.

Piece of cake.

3. Suzanna Says: 
November 19th, 2009 at 3:45 pm 

Hi, Tim

Phew! Really good to know that you have the framework for your book in place. Thanks for sharing how you keep all the characters, events, and locations in order. Sounds like an invaluable writing tool, especially in your multilayered stories. Best of luck with the fixes!

4. Phil Hanson Says: 
November 20th, 2009 at 4:29 pm 

Nice writing techniques, Tim. The one I like best is the way you set the hook, then reel us (your readers) in. It tends to make the anticipation all the sweeter.

5. Sphinx Ink Says: 
November 24th, 2009 at 3:55 pm 

Thanks for the fascinating description of your writing process, which is also great advice for aspiring writers.

It was a pleasure to meet you when you were in New Orleans on your book tour. Your presentation was excellent, and the writing handout was good lagniappe (“a little something extra,” in New Orleans idiom). I look forward to reading your WIP when it’s published–more exciting adventures of Poke and his entourage!

6. Larissa Says: 
November 25th, 2009 at 8:28 am 

Hey Tim, 

It’s good to see you’re still out there and kickin’. I keep “hearing” your words in my head “after all the fat rises to the top” I think that will give you a lot of clarity. And no pressure about writing the all girls scene-we’re not that hard to decipher. [image: image143.png]


 

Good luck and congrats on all of your hard work! You’ll get it all spitshined and purty and then wonder what all the fuss was about.

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
November 25th, 2009 at 2:41 pm 

Hi, everyone –

Sorry to have taken so long to respond (I should make a one-keystroke macro for that phrase), but the little final-pass edit I was going to do has turned into semi-major surgery, and not cosmetic surgery, either. Not so much a better nose as a whole new circulatory system.

But some of it seems, momentarily at any rate, to be terrific. The all-girls section benefited considerably from being edited to Tegan & Sara, who should be on everybody’s iPods. And the last part was redrafted in part thanks to Dylan’s epic masterpiece “Brownsville Girl,” the only song I know that could inspire at least three novels.

More later — the MS is beckoning, and I am its slave.


Robert Altman: Building Story

November 27th, 2009

What follows is taken from the best book I’ve read about film since Simon Callow’s two books on Orson Welles, Robert Altman: The Oral Biography

 HYPERLINK "http://www.amazon.com/Robert-Altman-Biography-Mitchell-Zuckoff/dp/0307267687/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1259374218&sr=8-1"
, by Mitchell Zukoff. Altman was the despair of screenwriters, whose scripts he regarded as vague suggestions, to be modified and improved by literally everyone working on the film, from the stars to the people putting out lunch.

Obviously, he’s talking about a completely different medium here, but this strikes me as a vivid picture of what writers go through when they have the courage to give their characters control of the story.

“Making a film is like painting a mural.  You’ve got this big wall to fill and you’ve got a subject, and the only difference is, as you go up there and you’re painting it, you’ve got living pigment.  So you’ve let me paint a horse over here in the upper-right-hand corner and you turn around and look back and the horse is moving across the stage and you have to quickly paint a fence.   You have to kind of control it, but you’re dealing with a living thing that’s really forming itself.  So you’re sitting up there doing damage control all the time.”

The only change I’d suggest (and believe me, I don’t put myself anywhere near Altman’s level) is you have to decide whether to paint a fence or just let the horse go and see where it winds up.  As someone who just finished (maybe) a book that the characters completely took out of my hands, that process feels very familiar.

Ring any bells with any writers out there?
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3 Responses to “Robert Altman: Building Story”

1. John Lindquist Says: 
November 30th, 2009 at 7:32 am 

One TV series comes to mind where the actors thought so highly and deeply of their characters that they would be alarmed at what the show’s writers would come up with from time to time – the series being the old “Stargate SG-1.” The actors probably could have ad libbed fresh episodes of their own during the writers’ strike and come up with richer character development in doing so.

I can’t write for sour owl poop, but readers and viewers are often inspired to put their special spin on the brainchilds of others. Speaking of spin, I once dreamt that The Pleasure Fair was singing your “Counterclockwise” song (in 3/4 time!) and I regret not writing down the melody upon waking up.

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
November 30th, 2009 at 10:48 am 

Hey, John — Thanks for dropping by. I think that’s true of the “Second Generation” Star Trek series, too — I knew Patrick Stewart and he and Jonathan Frakes contributed heavily to the shaping of scripts.

And you’re dead right about deriving inspiration from the work of others. If I hadn’t read about a dozen really superlative writers, I doubt I’d ever have had the vocabulary I needed to write my own books. So why didn’t you write down that melody??? I don’t think the Pleasure Fair recorded much in 3/4 time (only “East-West,” which we didn’t write, comes to mind). Think I’ll ask Robb.

3. John Lindquist Says: 
November 30th, 2009 at 1:26 pm 

A lot of times those darned melodies just vaporize.

“Talk” (side 2, cut 5 of the Pleasure Fair LP) is in 3/4 time. I have what is possibly the complete Pleasure Fair (and Rainy Day People) in my iTunes library, and I still think “Put It Out Of Your Mind” is a masterpiece. Think I’ll play it when I’m on the air next which will be Dec. 12.


Putting Murder on the Map

November 30th, 2009

I’m happy to say that I’ve been invited to join the global crime web at http://murderiseverywhere.blogspot.com/
It’s a new site formed by a sort of worldwide Murder, Inc. of crime writers blogging from, and about, their bloodsoaked corners of the map. My colleagues include Carla Black (France); Leighton Gage (Brazil); Michael Stanley — aka Michael Sears and Stanley Trollip (South Africa); Yrsa Siguroardsdotter (Iceland); and Dan Waddell (England.)  I’ll be chiming in every Sunday from Thailand, or at least my imaginary Thailand, during the months I’m in Santa Monica.

These are all good writers, and the blogs are interesting, too.  Some of them even use pictures, for those of you who are tired of words.  Me, for example.

I’ll keep writing here, too — I hope more frequently than recently, now that THE ROCKS is off my plate for now.

Drop by and visit us.
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3 Responses to “Putting Murder on the Map”

1. Dana King Says: 
December 2nd, 2009 at 7:06 am 

I get that blog’s feed, and I like it a lot. I was glad to see you there last week, and to know you’ll be a regular.

One thing: Yrsa is from Iceland.

2. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 2nd, 2009 at 9:45 am 

Whoops, Dana — Thanks.

I’ve made the fix.

Captcha — Habeas Irving

3. Larissa Says: 
December 2nd, 2009 at 9:57 am 

captcha: pongrace cleavage.

I was sick of words and then I saw that stunning combination and it made me grin so much that I think I might be able to continue using them for a while…we’ll see.


Top Five???

December 4th, 2009

BREATHING WATER was just named one of the Five Best Thrillers & Mysteries of 2009.  Here’s the link to the page.

I’m doubly thrilled about this, first because it’s Barnes & Noble and second because the critic behind the choice is Dick Adler, someone I’ve respected for years.  So this is a great ending to a great week.

Maybe I can tell you soon about the rest of the week.  After/if some things get finalized.
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13 Responses to “Top Five???”

1. fairyhedgehog Says: 
December 4th, 2009 at 10:44 am 

This is great news! Congratulations!

2. Dana King Says: 
December 4th, 2009 at 10:55 am 

Well deserved and hard earned. I looked forward to BREATHING WATER with high expectations as soon as I finished THE FOURTH WATCHER, and was still knocked out by it. Let’s hope this endorsement from B&N leads to some extra sales and a little more love from the pubisher.

3. Glenn Says: 
December 5th, 2009 at 7:54 pm 

Hey Timothy,

I’m delighted for you: for BREATHING’S recognition, for your successes, but mostly for all the good things it brings to your life; bucks? sure, but all of this is more than that. You’ve earned it,’ol buddy, so enjoy it, bask in it, and motor on!

4. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 6th, 2009 at 11:22 am 

Thanks, everybody. This has been a great week, with interest in I-can’t-say-what from another medium, and the new book coming like a landscape lit by bolts of lightning — just one big piece at a time.

I really appreciate that you all keep checking this blog, which I allowed to languish while I was slamming my head on THE ROCKS and also devoting energy to the MURDER IS EVERYWHERE blog, where I just posted a piece, with photos, about Christmas, Thai-style. It’s here.

So happy holidays to all of you from all of me.

Captcha — girlish Sowells

5. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
December 6th, 2009 at 6:49 pm 

Hey Tim, That’s fantastic news! Now maybe you’ll get the recognition you deserve! 

But, when all the new fans start pouring in, you’ll still love us old fans, won’t you?

Captcha: buxomer 112

ps: Regarding checking your blog while it was languishing, sometimes I’d check it just to see what the catpcha would be!

6. Sphinx Ink Says: 
December 6th, 2009 at 8:47 pm 

Congratulations! What wonderful news…and so well-deserved. I’m delighted on your behalf.

7. Greg Smith Says: 
December 7th, 2009 at 4:07 pm 

Way to go, Tim. Good to know that talent and perseverance prevails.
Well, it’s the least you deserve after that whirlwind, one-man book tour. That was an awesome feat.
Congratulations on reaping the rewards of your efforts.

8. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 7th, 2009 at 5:17 pm 

Cynthia — I’m writing a book in which the characters are imprisoned intellectuals who work eighteen hours a day writing Captchas. They were sold to the Captcha people by their original owners who made fortune cookies. And forget you? Puhleeeeze. 

Sphinxy, thanks for the generosity of spirit. Definitely cheered me up.

Hey, Greg — getting rained out today? Oh, and I’m writing Topanga right now, so we must both be riding some sort of psychic wave. And I have to confess that the tour took some getting over.

9. Larissa Says: 
December 7th, 2009 at 8:40 pm 

So it sounds like they are finally realizing just how cool you are? Congrats! That’s awesome and I can’t wait to hear more about it when you get a chance. [image: image147.png]


 

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 7th, 2009 at 8:51 pm 

Yo, Riss!

Thanks for “cool,” which seems to be the only immortal piece of slang. Good heavens, it was a jazz word in the 30s, the Beatniks used it in the 40s and 50s, the hippies appropriated it, and here you are on December 7, 2009, using it. Bet you wouldn’t say, far out” or “heavy.” And I’m glad you wouldn’t.

I appreciate the support, Riss. Been thinking and talking about Kansas lately. This probably isn’t the prime season, but I really did love it.

11. Larissa Says: 
December 8th, 2009 at 11:21 am 

hehe. Cool has had a great history. They should write a book about how language defines the culture and what impact “cool” has had over the decades. or something like that (c: 

The last time I used “far out” was when I was watching The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles because they said it..which it made it (dare I say) cool. Then again, I also said “cowabunga” because of them…there’s no accounting for a 7 yr old’s taste in language I guess.

And yes, Kansas is working its way towards being bloody well frozen right now. Mmm…winter! Bring on the snow days! [image: image148.png]


 

You should come back and visit sometime and do it up right. BBQ, Jazz and all those good things.

Captcha: donohue utegaard Seriously? I can’t believe they decided to make a captcha in honor of the Great Donohue Utegaard! You know..that guy…ahem. So silly.

12. J. Edward Tremlett Says: 
January 30th, 2010 at 6:58 am 

Hey Tim – I just checked on your blog and saw this, and that is super-great news, and well-deserved. Congratulations!

I am eagerly awaiting news of Poke’s next misadventure [image: image149.png]


 

13. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
January 31st, 2010 at 10:36 pm 

Hi, James –

Thanks so much — the new one is currently the subject of, um, spirited title debate at William Morrow.

For those who don’t know, James wrote an absolutely great review of BREATHING WATER and works at Schuler Books, one of the best small chains in the country.


November Reading

December 8th, 2009

Nothing is nicer than reading, and loving, a book by someone I like. And this month it happened twice. 

RACING THE DEVIL, E. Michael Terrell — This is a first-rate PI novel that opens with one of the best-constructed frame-ups I’ve ever read — positioning the hero, ex-cop Jared McKean, dead center for a first-degree murder charge — and just gets better as it goes along. When even his former friends on the police force doubt his innocence, McKean finds himself in a three-hundred-sixty-degree nightmare, one that (even to a second-guessing reader like me) seems to have no way out. The setting is Nashville, but it’s a real insider’s Nashville, as far from Music Row as it’s possible to get. Written in spare, note-perfect prose, with a knockout plot and characters who don’t go away when you close the cover, this is a terrific book. I hope there’s going to be a lot more of Jared McKean.

CHASING SMOKE, Bill Cameron — Another keeper, this remarkable piece of Portland (Oregon) noir tells the story of homicide detective Skin Kadash, facing his own death sentence from cancer as he finds his way into a murder case that won’t hold still, a series of murders in which all the victims were on the guest list for a dinner months before the first death — and all were patients of Kadash’s doctor.  It’s impossible to not to accept Kadash completely; I got unusually close to him, and felt deeply for him as he struggled with the case and his ailment. One of the problems with being a writer is that you keep seeing the springs and levers, but Cameron only gave me a man struggling to do the right thing, when everyone — even his own body — is trying to stop him.  Cameron, like E. Michael Terrell, is a writer I’ll seek out.

BURY ME DEEP, Megan Abbott — I’ve never met Megan Abbott, but I’d love to.  She’s the queen of female noir for me, and BURY ME DEEP, based on the infamous Winnie Ruth Judd case, is hallmark (with a small “h”) Abbot: tough, gritty, deeply personal, heartbreaking, utterly persuasive, and completely original.  Abbott never sounds like anybody else to me.  A memorable story, beautifully told.

LULLABY FOR THE NAMELESS, Sandra Ruttan — Ruttan is back with another fiercely intelligent thriller featuring her trio of Canadian cops, Constables Nolan, Hart, and Tain, caught up in a series of murders that seem to suggest that they caught the wrong perpetrator in an earlier case, a possibility that not only makes the force look like amateurs, but also has the potential to damage the frail goodwill between the force and the Native American community.  Ruttan handles the three protagonists and the complex chronological structure like she’s been writing for fifty years, when in fact, this is (I think) her fourth book.

THE PERFECT MURDER, Brenda Novak.  Did not finish.  This book is undoubtedly for some people, but I’m not one of them.

THE ZOO STATION, David Downing — Downing is one of the big boys of espionage, on the evidence of his first two books.  If you read THE SILESIAN STATION and wondered whether he had another one like that in him, this is the answer.  He does.  I’m personally delighted to see writers as good as Downing, Philip Kerr, and Charles McCarry use Hitler’s Germany as their setting.  Few landscapes were ever populated by a larger number of monsters. 

Non-Mystery

THE LITTLE STRANGER, Sarah Waters — An elegantly spooky British ghost story about a genteel but fading family trapped in the enormous house that’s almost all that’s left of a once-great estate.  And now, it appears, there’s something in the house that wants to kill them.  Waters creates a tremendously subtle atmosphere — in this book, the setting is actually the house as it exists in the characters’ minds. The story is told by an outsider, a doctor whose scientific approach to life is completely at odds with his own (largely unacknowledged) desires.  A little longer than necessary, but worth the time.

SOMETHING LIKE AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY, Akira Kurosawa — If I were told that, for the rest of my life, I could watch the films of only one director, I’d choose Kurosawa in a heartbeat.  (Among other reasons, he was a great writer, and a great appreciator of writing — he even based a film on an Ed McBain novel.)  This, his only pass at telling his own story, is fascinating and frustrating at the same time.  His early years, as he finds his way out of painting and into film (in part through his brother, who earned some fame narrating silent movies) are great stuff, as are his struggles with the Japanese wartime censors and the U.S. Army censors who replaced them.  Also engrossing are his stories of the making of some of the world’s greatest movies: “Rashomon,” “Drunken Angel,” “Stray Dog,” and some others, but he cuts the narrative short before the glories of “Ikiru,” “Throne of Blood,” :”Seven Samurai,” “High and Low,” “The Bad Sleep Well,” “The Hidden Fortress,” “Yojimbo” — on and on.  Also, perhaps because of Kurosawa’s Japanese reticence, there’s little about his writing routine.  But SOMETHING LIKE AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY is a whole lot better than nothing, and anyone who loves film should read it.

MAKING MOVIES, Sidney Lumet — A one-of-a-kind book, a tour through every aspect of filmmaking by one of America’s most consistent and most intelligent directors.  Full of stories (and even some discreet dish), this treatise by the maker of “Dog Day Afternoon,” “Twelve Angry Men,”"The Verdict,” “The Pawnbroker,” “Serpico,” “Network,” and many others, takes the reader job by job, through virtually all the contributors to a film, from the director and screenwriter to the composer and even the sound mixer.   Never dull and often revelatory.

ROBERT ALTMAN, THE ORAL BIOGRAPHY, Mitchell Zuckoff — A kaleidoscopic look at the long, contentious career of a genuine American original, a guy who only ever did things his way, and who managed to drag thousands of people, some of them with house-size egos, along with him.  Altman was the antithesis of the control freak director, instead insisting on open, fluid collaboration, especially with actors, that drove screenwriters to despair.  (He told one writer to make a list of her favorite ten scenes, and then shot none of them.)  From “Nashville” and “The Long Goodbye” to “MASH” and “Gosford Park,” Altman’s career is pieced together like a mosaic, using recollections of friends, admirers, and enemies alike.  All of Hollywood offers memories — Meryl Streep, Lily Tomlin, Julianne Moore, Harry Belafonte, Paul Newman, Tim Robbins — on and on.  Conspicuously missing is the man who seems to have been the villain of the last few months of Altman’s life, Kevin Spacey.  Great book.
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2 Responses to “November Reading”

1. Larissa Says: 
December 8th, 2009 at 11:27 am 

I’m sensing a trend here. Murder mysteries and movies…so when are you going to make a movie? eh? huh? I think it would be a smashing idea. Poke and them are already practically jumping off the page as it is…I think they could be convinced. [image: image151.png]


 

I keep meaning to do a listing of books I read…I’m bad at that game though.

2. Usman Says: 
December 10th, 2009 at 11:56 pm 

Hi Tim,

I’m meeting you after a long time. Great to see how well Poke is doing.
Just wanted to say hello to you again.


Why Write?

December 15th, 2009

Why do we write?[image: image152.png]



Writing is the best way I know to look inward.  It’s more fun than therapy, more effective, and it has the additional virtue of being free.  In fact, sometimes — in extraordinary circumstances — people pay you to do it.

I started writing because I heard a constant babble of voices in my head, loud enough and varied enough to make me wonder whether I had multiple personality disorder.  After writing for a few years, I discovered that multiple personality disorder is something to be cherished, to be watered regularly and taken for the occasional walk on the lawn.  Multiple personality disorder is the short cut to characters, and characters, in addition to being indispensable to fiction, are all slivers of the self.  They may not be especially pleasant slivers, and it may be disconcerting to know that you’re harboring a small crowd of Mr. Hydes and Dr. Mengeles, but there are angels in there too.  We all of us contain the bruisers, the bruised, and the healers.  We should buy them cupcakes from time to time.  It’s important to know they’re all there.

So writing is one way to circle the mystery of who we are.  We bring our warring cloud of inner children to the tips of our fingers and let them do their stuff.  And then, sometimes, something very interesting and slightly mysterious happens.  They create a story, and that story arrives wrapped in its own world, and that world has its own weather and landscape and rules.  And if you nurse it along for an extended period and let the characters have their say and do what they would in the circumstances you’ve imagined, you have a novel.

A novel, whatever else it may be, is a projection of the person who wrote it.  It’s been said frequently that a writer can’t create a character more intelligent than than the writer is.  I’m not sure about that, but there’s no question that writers can create characters braver, more cowardly, more evil, more saintly, more almost anything than the writer is — because the writer as a functioning personality is a carefully assembled presentation of the good/bad/beautiful/ugly/wise/immature inner voices in his or her skull.  Part of growing up is to learn to manage our conflicting impulses, to organize them, like a good photographer faced with a motley crowd and somehow creating a relatively attractive group shot.  Sooner or later, we begin to believe (at times, anyway) that that carefully assembled jigsaw puzzle is really who we are.  Writing lets us pick that apart and speak to each of those little imps and angels individually and let them stretch their legs.

I’ve been horrified by what some of my characters do, while others have (embarrassing confession ahead) moved me to tears with their goodness.  I have rarely moved myself to tears with my own goodness, but it tells me something when I create a world that contains such a character.  It’s reassuring.  And for some reason (maybe self-protection) it doesn’t negate that reassurance that I also created the Madame Wings and Captain Teeth who move my stories along with their badness.
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So far, I’ve said nothing about writing well, nothing about art or even competence.  I write as well as I can because it gives me pleasure, and I’d do it even if I wrote much less well than I do.  I think that writing well is the last thing writers should think about.  The first joy is letting the story take shape, living through the characters and exploring the world they inhabit.  The second thing is bringing it to some sort of completion that’s organic and unforced.  If you do all of that — and if you don’t censor or bully the slivers of you that appear on the page — you’ll produce something interesting.  If you write it simply, trying to keep the prose out of the way so the pages are windows through which the reader sees the action, you’ll have a working first draft.  Then, if you want to, you can worry about  making it better.

Or you can put it aside as a learning experience, a mountain you’ve climbed.  If you’ve decided to climb several mountains, you might not want to go back to the first or the second and try to climb them more elegantly.  Or, if you’re me, you might.  But I make it better for the same reason I wrote it in the first place — I enjoy it.

So the real reason I write is that I can’t think of an answer to the question, Why shouldn’t I write?
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13 Responses to “Why Write?”

1. fairyhedgehog Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 2:48 am 

This is a wonderful insight into your writing process.

2. Rachel Brady Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 7:58 am 

This is a beautiful post, Tim. I’ll be coming back to this one, I know.

My favorite part is the statement: “The writer as a functioning personality is a carefully assembled presentation of the good/bad/beautiful/ugly/wise/immature inner voices in his or her skull.”

Glad to see you mention Madame Wing. She was a real piece of work. [image: image156.png]


 

3. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 1:03 pm 

Hi, FH, and thanks. You’re inspirational enough on your own not to need me.

Rachel!! — FINAL APPROACH is next on the TBR list, right after I finish Thomas Perry’s RUNNER. Got behind in my reading these past three months because I was on the judging panel for a national thriller award, and it involved almost thirty books.

And thanks for the shout-out on Madame Wing. She’s been feeling neglected lately.

4. Rachel Brady Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 5:09 pm 

Tim,

Wow, there was a lot of exciting news in that comment. What a neat experience to be a judge for a thriller award! I’m sure that was a lot of work. Hopefully fun too.

I must confess that the idea of you reading Final Approach after a 30-book-judging streak makes me a little nervous. [image: image157.png]


 

Enjoy your downtime and your holidays.

Best,
Rachel

5. Stephen Cohn Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 6:05 pm 

Tim – this is a real gem. I have not heard anyone else talk about the “multiple personality” related to creative process. It’s a wonderful insight which, I think, can be useful for music as well in that it’s not about
what shows up inside but about what one does with it. This blog is a keeper in my book of inspirations.

6. Cynthia Mueller Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 6:40 pm 

So this is the first chapter of your book on creativity?

I mean, after you’ve published The Rocks!

Captcha: spoke Muggier

7. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 16th, 2009 at 7:19 pm 

Rachel– Actually, they were very decidedly a mixed group, ranging from brilliant (Megan Abbott) to absolutely incompetent (a mystery that’s resolved when the heroine shouts at the villain — who’s holding a gun on her — “LOOK BEHIND YOU!!!” And he DOES.) Yipes. I’m really looking forward to FINAL APPROACH.

Stephen — Thanks so much; from you, praise about creativity counts double. And you’re absolutely right — it’s not what shows up inside but the work it takes to get it out there on the page or into the pianist’s fingers or whatever. As you well know, conjuring music up out of the ether as you do.

Cynthia — I think the best thing I could do about the creative process would be to reprint all the guest blogs in the CREATIVE LIVING thread, or maybe even reopen it.

I have a new guest thread coming in a month or so. Novelists will talk about whether they plot in advance or create by the seat of their pants and why, and how they make the process work for them.

Already got some great stuff.

Captcha: Eligible Reversal

8. Dana King Says: 
December 17th, 2009 at 5:40 am 

Maybe the most common-sense post on “why I write” I’ve read. Too often people get caught up in the spirituality of their characters talking to them, or how they could no more stop writing than they could stop breathing. Drives me crazy.

Any one who’s willing to admit they write because they enjoy it and they have just enough mental illness to make them interesting company is someone worth reading.

9. Sylvia Says: 
December 17th, 2009 at 12:45 pm 

This is beautiful.

10. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 17th, 2009 at 1:14 pm 

This is amazing — Dana, Sylvia, thanks so much. This is what happens sometimes when you wake up and think, “I haven’t blogged in too long,” and you sit down and write literally the first words that come to you.

It must have been cooking on one of those back burners for a while because it took all of ten minutes to write and another twenty to find some images. Now that I read it over, I like it. I’ve been a little disingenuous about quality, and that might be the subject of another blog. 

But thanks again to all for the kind words.

11. Larissa Says: 
December 18th, 2009 at 11:56 am 

Tim,

This touches on something that I fight with myself about all the time. Where do you get the…hutzpah, moxie, cahones, whatever to put all that stuff that you think or know or think you know the characters need to do? All I can think of is “that’s too gruesome or too raunchy or too baring of me or my fears or my own self-consciousness” I don’t hold it against authors when they write really deep, dirty, awesome characters but I can’t seem to bring myself to face all that stuff myself. I am terrified, so to speak at least, of my own dark corners or places where that raw, pure energy lies that lets you write or do those things that fantasies are made out of…

I know there’s probably only one answer: suck it up and do it…but but but..and the stammering starts in my head.

I dunno-I’ve had this problem for as long as I can remember wanting to write. There is a story, based a lot on truthful events that happened in the sort of recent past that I know needs to be written and I can’t bring myself to do it. It’s too personal and too true and too much to have to deal with all the fine lines blending between reality and character…I keep thinking I’m going to have some epiphany and wake up one day and be ready to face all of it, but so far, it hasn’t happened. It makes me cringe just to think about committing some of the things I think about to a place as concrete as The Page. 

Oy. I read a line in a White Crane Kung Fu book that said “Train to be bold” I think the same is true for writing. 

Thank you for an insightful and poetically written snippet on why we do the things we do. (c:

captcha: Borges restrained

12. Timothy Hallinan Says: 
December 18th, 2009 at 11:13 pm 

Riss –

I’m going to write you an e-mail about this. The main point of it will be that EVERYTHING IS MATERIAL. The most intimate things that happened to you, the actions of which you’re ashamed, the secret you swore you’d never tell — it’s all material. And the closer to the bone it is, the more care you’ll take with it.

And there is no fine line between reality and character. If it isn’t real (on some level, within the conventions of the book) no one will keep reading.

Your Captcha is perfect: Borges restrained. If Borges had been restrained, his name wouldn’t be in a Captcha.

13. Sean Bunzick Says: 
February 3rd, 2010 at 9:32 pm 

I’m another one of those people who write because it’s one of the most enjoyable things to do but also because once you get the beginning of a story going in your mind, you have to keep working on it. It’s that simple and at times, somewhat creepy but as the story moves along, it becomes a real joy to behold.
As I’ve babbled far too many times before, once your brain cells start coming up with an idea and you start writing, the book pretty much writes itself.
I write everyday but if I DO have a Changover (instead of wisely drinking Mekhong the night before), it CAN take a little time to get back to my desk and put the pen to the paper.
To all writers, I say: KEEP writing!


