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Robert Traver 

Written bys 
John D. Voelker 
Iahpemin&, Michi&an 

I am working on a new book-every writer ia in some wq 

alwaya working on a new book-and I find thia the moat baffling 

and annoying queation I a ever aaked. To a man the few other 

writen I know mourntully agree with me. Why ii this 10? 
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Writing a book-especially a novel-of even the 1ligbte1t 

merit ii probably one of the hardeat taaks in the world. Fi.rat 

of all there must be the dream-what moat nomtriten peniatently 

miscall the ''plot"-the idea, the germ, the gnawing gnat that 

claJIIOn out. Without this vision there can be no book worth 

publishing. Never. So the vriter nuraea and clings to and 

feeda on this evaneacent dream throuput the dreadful exhilarating 
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aontba of trying to impale it o paper. He al.moat never dou­

the full pure oripnal dream, t t ia-and aoat of his books 

are monument• to hf~•-tpJ-lure to (Caf ••cNr%~ WJi • thin& he 

once dreamed. Bu~~ he must dream it and cling to it 

throu&h hell or high water to came anywhere near overtakin& 

it at all. Sounds all very arty doean't it? It alao happena 

to be the•••••• aolaan troth. 

So when aoaebody ■idle■ up to him at a cocktail party and 

archly inquire■, ''what are you vorldn& on nov?" the writer ia 

:imnediately alerted, boatile, vary, on guard. Wbo ia this 

bruh character that darn invade and dutroy my dream? 

Doean't he (or she) !!!S!!!, that if a book or even the dream of 

a book can be aUDDed up in a aentence it 1-- will , quite 

probably ¥very bad book? / Don't theae people~ that if a 
A ~~ 

writer triea to define his dream, to catc~ it on the vine, he 

by the very act riaka dutroyin& it forever? No, ala.a, be or 

ahe doun't ever realise it-they never do. That'• why they 

keep uking "The Queation." 

The Queation ia moat often uked by people on the periphery 

of the writer'• lltea glib or aadiatic literary interviewer■,) 

or on radio or TV, or by the same people trying bravely to 1ave 

a i1agging interview and keep the ahov on the. roadJ penpiring 

autocraph aeeken ('1No, Madam, I only jpit;ial paperback•," I 

avear I am one day going to aq)J cuual acquaintancesJ total 

atrancer■ J and alwaya, ot courae, the fiuttering migratory 

butterfiiu one encounter■ at cocktail partiea. ''What are you 

working on nov?" they coo. The question ia al.moat invariably 

asked-and to the writer thi• ia the final corroding thing.:..by 

people who couldn't care le••• 
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''Don't race your motor," my wile warned me at a recent 

party, findin& me aulkin& in a corner and wanting to llr8'M r ~ X 
after being aaked The Question. ''People see you little enough--

you rarely take me anyvbere--and when auddenl7 they do they 

remember you are supposed to be a writer." 

'Vhat do you mean 'aupl)OaeJ? t;;' 

~ ''Don't interruptl So naturally, aince writin& ia your 

wo~ they u .:f,%:..t _._~in& on. They only uk it to 

be civil and--,ort .of II paa1 the time of day. 'lhey don't mua 

anything by it." 

''That'• precisely it," I tight back, "they .sl2!l.!l. mean 

anythinl by it, ,~couldn't care leH. 11 I agitate the 

&11 s ice in ;;;:~tL&(. "'Naturally they uk you about :,our 

work,'" I repeat caustically, glaring around the room. ~ ~ ~ 

that dae over there-the one with the green haix--ahe's N:ept 
A 

_.. virtually every man in this roam-but••" 

"Yea,~ :,our ina.-Ua, I 1mw.• y-~--
''Don' t interrupt t She'• a real proteHio~ •lw.,,,-f/ j. 

,.,It-it'• her work. Why- don't ::t:: :Jal 
friendly-like and aak her who she'" aJ.e1phc •:bu lately? Ju■t 

to sort of paaa the time of day. It'• a natural question." 

"~hat isn't 3~ thine and you know it." 

~ it isn'tJ "- See old Goudge over there 1lopping 

up martinis? Gueaa I'll pop over and aak him who he'• been 

embalming lately-beaidu himaelf. It'• hi.a l02.!i, you know. 

Tl-. we'll get in the car ~~ of cuual-liko 

aak old Doc Panona who he'8,Jt thil evening. After all, 

it's h!I, work. '1hen we'll-" 
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"You're utterly illlpossible--let's get out of here." 

And so it goea. 

The writer hatea The Question then for many reuona r because 

he'• afraid of it-afraid he llight lJ:t to answer-; because he 

ia bothered by ita impertinence and boundleaaly annoyed by thia 

bold, if usually thoughtleaa, invuion of hi• inmost privacy""4~ 

of the fragile dream that enables him to write at all. Moreover 
() 

fra long exposure to The Question he knova that it reveal.a far 

" more about the queationer than it ever elicit• frcm hill about 

hia work. He !!!29. tlmt the very fw people with whom he might 

ever feel inclined to diacuaa hia work are precisely the one• 

who never uk him; that 1l!!s. is probably why la 1 1 ■ :I they becae 

friends in the tirat place. 

But occuio~iter ia fairly trapped, maybe by 

a former , ....... •••,1wife or again by some dear old soul who 

once knew hi• mother--aomeone he wouldn't cr1ttuitoual7 hurt 
u.iillv~ 

for the world. ''Ha, ha, ha," he may chortle,._ deligh~ed:1:J:. ..... -

"It-let me see--it'a just a little ~r~aJ. thing all about 

Indiana, iron ore and injustice." (p~~ ~~ ~ 
But airy evuion 1a no uaeJ one foolish question inspire■ ~ 

~ another. "Dov perfectly adorabl..,_I simply can't wait 

to read it," she nma on. ''Er--um-doea anyone get raped?­

serioualy, I mean?" 

The writer glancu wildly aromd for an eacape hatch but 

finda none. He 811ilea fatuously, wagging hia finger at hia 

questioner. ''You'll aee," he aaya, the chanaing old teue. 

''I wouldn't apoil it for you for anythin&." 
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"I aimply can't wait," aha aaya, &ail:r fluttering on her 

Neither can the writer-to cet @!.:zl 11 out of there, that ia. 



att oocuionall.1 tbl witel' 1a ta1rl1 trapped, mqbe b7 

a torMr teacher'• wit• or apiD. b7 •-- dear old aoul vbo 

once lmeV bil -~--one be voulcm•t aratultoualy hllrt tor 

the' ttorld.. "Ha-, ha, ha," be aq obortl• vitl\ tw• deli&ht. 

"It-let ae tee-it'• jut a little hiatorioal tbiD& all about 

Indiana; 1l'OD ore wt injU1tic:e." (I bappeucl to haft been 

vorking on -, novel LAlJGHDfJ WHITU'ISH.) 

But air,- evaaion 1a no ua■J oaa tool.iah queation inapiree 

another. "How perteotl.7 adorable-I aiaplT caa't wait to read 

it," the rum on. "Er'--1.8 dou an,oae &•t raped?...,.erioual:,, 

I •aa?" 
Tht writer &].anou wildly al'OUIMl tor an Neap■ batch but 

tinda DOM. He .. n .. fatuoual.J', Yaa'DI hia tiapr at bis 

queat1011er. "Ju'll ... ,"be • .,., the charmin& old te••· 

"l wouldn't epoU it for you for an,tbina." 

"I aiaply caa•t wait," ahe aap, 1aily tlutterinl C111 her 

wa,. 

Neither om the vriter-to pt out of t!Mre, that ia. 



But occasionally the writer is fairly trapped, maybe by 

a former teacher \L,~ or ~ by some dear ..., soul who 

once knew his mother--someone he wouldn't gratuitously hurt for 

the world. "Ha, ha, ha," he may chortle with false delight . 

"It-let me see- it's just a little .a>5~ical c.g all about 

Indians, iron ore and injustice . 11 iJ happened to have been 
~ I\ A 

working on W novel LAUGHING WHITEFISH. ) 
A 

But airy evasion is no use; one foolish question inspires 

another . "How perfectly adorable- I simply can't wait to read 

it," she runs on. ''Er-um- does anyone get raped?-seriously, ~,I.~ 
~ -, ~ "'·· . . L •. ;,JI ~,,-

I mean?'i(.?M~ ~ ~ 1 ~ _ "'" .... :=.:.:;;9==!7:::;::.:::f~,,.,. 11'.
4,-_ 

A 
fi:Edz lalH Ha · ••• aabas lss ••~~ ·as bjs fj»8isl at tt:ts 

+asstionu u "You'll see," he says, the charming old tease . 

"I wouldn't spoil ~or you for anything." 

"I simply can't writ," she says, gaily fluttering on her 

way. w )d,ll 
Neither can the writer-to get out of there, that is. 

I 
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WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON NOW? 

by 

Robert Traver 

vritten by: 
John D. Voelker 
Ishpeming, Michigan 

I am working on a new book--every writer is in some way 

always working on a new book-and I find this the most baffling 

and annoying _question I am ever asked. To a man the few other 

writers I know mournfully agree with me. Why is this so? 

A writer may be defined as a person who possesses the ego 

of a Napoleon, the stamina of a water buffalo, and a smidgin 

of talent. He needs the ego to delude himself that anyone would 

give the slightest damn to read anything he might ever write; 

the stamina to get it written; and the wee dash of talent to 

get it read. 

Ego, stamina, talent--these are the three basic ingredients 

which every writer must have; if he lacks any one of them he is 

probably no writer--though heaven knows he may be an egocentric 

bore--of which, alas, there is~~or s &iiiiNibbU~a-n./ 

ink-stained s-ia,e who gellee:t& rejection slips, or an artistic 
~ A ., 

r,lillit8:ftW of awesome sensitivity. But he is no real writer. ~AU-~~ 
/1 

a writer is a tough, hard-working, self-centered bastard who u,,,,,,,/ ~ 

Writing a book-especially a novel-of even the s l ightest 

merit is probably one of the hardest tasks in the world. First 

of all there must be the dream-what most nonwriters persistently 

miscall the "plot"-the idea, the germ, the gnawing gnat that 
C • 

,v-t,U,~ 
clamors out. vithout this ~A there can be no book worth 

publishing. Never. So the writer nurses and clings to and 

feeds on this evanescent dream throughout the dreadful exhilarating 



Mr. Francia Brown, F.ditor 
New York Times Book Review 
Times Square 
Nev York, New York 10036 

Dear Mr. Brown 1 

June 29, 1966 

I enclose a piece called ''What Are 
You Workin& On Nov?" which I hope you can 
use should it happen to amuae you. If not 
you can retum it in the accompanying 
envelope. 

All good vi.aha. 

Sincerely, 



June 20, 1966 

Dear Mr. Voelker: 

Your humorous essay filtered do'WD. to 

the Phoenix Nest. its natural home. 

But its tone is too leisurely for a one 

page feature like mine. which uses shorter 

(600 wds).more pointed casuals. WHAT ARE YOU 

WORKING ON, an intriguing piece. sounds more 

like something the Atlantic's "Aooent On 

Living" department might like. Might you have 

something else around• that would suit the 

Nest? 

With all 

THE PHOENIX 



I ! 

Mr. Martin Levin 
Editorial Office 
Saturday Review 
380 Madison Avenue 
New York, New York 10017 

Dear Sirs 

June 14, 1966 

It ia now nearly two months since I 
sent you a thing called "What Are You 
Working On Now?" Thia is too long to wait, 
even for an acceptanc, so I'll resolve the 
issue by withdrawing it from your considera­
tion. Please send the thing back. 

Sincerely, 



Mr. Martin Levin 
F.ditorial Office 
Saturday Review 
380 Madison Avenue 
Nev York, New York 10017 

Dear Sirs 

May 23, 1966 

On April 27th I 1ent your magazine a piece 
called "What Are You Working On Now?" n April 19th 
Alfred Balk wrote me he waa passing it to you. 

The purpose of this letter ia not to ruah your 
decision but to tell you I have some corrections to 
make and to make sure you don't run the thing vith­
out them. 

Rogarda, 



Saturdgp Review 
380 .Madison Avenia; New York, N. Y. 10017 

---~---
Alfred W. Balk 

Fe111u,-e Editor 

Mr. John D. Voelker 
P.O. Box 385 
Ishpeming, Michigan 

Dear Mr. Voelker: 

April 29, 1966 

Many thanks for your short, "What 
Are You Working on Now?" I have 
passed it along to Martin Levin, 
who edits our column the Phoenix 
Nest, and you will hear from him 
direct when he has reached a decision 
about using it . 

.AB/g 



Uitorial QU1 
Satu,lq a.ri.• 
HO MadilOft _._ 
.., folk, ._. lol'k 10017 

a.au-a 

Apt]. II, llH 

I mclN• a Hrt ot literu'J" .... oallN 
"Aat An IOII VOl'tdac On lalr?"-niGII ,..., • ..U 
.-. vp vllat it la all abollt. If 11 Ullllli llaft 
bea d.inoCN co ... apeobJ editor er ..,..__t, 
,1 .... nter 1, lben. 

I ue4 co nYiw boClka tor JOV ■scee1v ..,..,., 
and 1D a W.. I 1illpl.T Md to deoliN -• .... 1:bat 
a1u vu tllal. (I • Dot ll7'illl 1D &•t balk &I itl 
ai■p]T &iria& ,- ■- NOklrom11..) 8adl ill • lace 
to..U. I alH W a lw anie1e u4 • •--- table 
ill :,our ...-t•• I wite Ullder tlllt ,- wot 
IDNl't Traftr1 All'DII or .l NURDIR NUii -, _._ 
lmalfD book. 
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WHAT ARE mu WORKING ON NOW? 

by' 

Robert Tranr 

Written by'i 
John D. Voelker 
Ishpeming, Michigan 

I aa working on a new book-every writer ia in aaae way 

alwaya working on a n.ew book-and I find thia the aoat baffling 

and annoying question I aa ever uked. To a man the few other 

writera I know mournfully agree with me. Why ia this ao? 

A writer may be defined u a peraon who poaaeaaes the ego 

of a Napoleon, the aturl.na of a water bld'falo, and a uddcin 

of talent. He needa the e10 to delude ~elf that anyone would 

give the slightest d.11111 to read anything he might ever vriteJ 

the atudna to get it writtenJ and the wee duh of talent to 

get it read. 

Ego, stamina, talent-these are the three buic ingredienta 

which every writer muat haTe J if he lacka any one of them he ia 

probably no writer--tbouah heaven kDolts he mq be an e1ocentric 

bor&-of which, alu, there ia no abortage-or a acribbliDc 

ink-st~vho collecta rejection alipa, or IP artistic r 

.lla.JJ.i:tam,e of awesome aenaitivity. But he ia no real writer. ~~ 
/t 

~ writer ia a tough, hard-working, self-centered baatard who ~~ -~ 

N&.apelll4- ~h ~ 
Writin& a book-eapecially a novel-of even the alightut 

merit ia probably one of the hardest taaka in the world. First 

of all there must be the dream-what moat nonwritera peraiatently 

miacall the "plot"-the idea, the 1e111, the gnawing gnat that 

clamora out. Without thia dream there can be no book worth 

publiahin&. Never. So the writer nuraea and clinp to and 

feeda on thia evanescent drea throughout the dreadful ahilarating 



WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON NOW? 

by 

Robert Traver 

I am working on a new book-every writer is in some 

way always working on a new book-and fu :1 m, 1 &ii.Son I 

find this the most baffling and annoying question I am 

ever asked. Jo a man the few other writers I know 

~• with me. Why is this so? 

A writer may be defined as a person who possesses the 

ego of a Napoleon, the stamina of a water buffalo, and a 

smidgin of talent. He needs the ego to delude himself that 

anyone would give the slightest damn to read anything he 

nri.ght ever write; the stamina to get it written; and the 

~ 
{'i. dash of talent to get it read. 

l 



Ego, stamina, talent-these are the three basic 

~MMJ, ~~;4 ,~71,,-1 
ingredients '{f 1Wle wri tel\ ~ he lacks any one -e-eiz:flliititbmc~~itiw11N1iee 

-- -~~ 
he is probably no writer/I though he may be an egocentric 

/I /:ltJe- " '. "•+d-
bore-:-of which, _alas, there .l.M~shortage--or 1-, ~ _ 
tv~~--~~~~~4"~ 
,A , or an artistic 

dillitante of awesome sensitivity. But he is no real 

writer. A writer is a tough, hard-working, self-centered 

bastard who can spell. 
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~~ 
tu~ 

Writing a book-especially a novel-of M11¥-merit 
/l 

~s probably one of the hardest tasks in the world. 

First of all there must be the ele■ i.•tie dream--what most 

nonwriter~e "plot"-the idea, the genn, 

~ 
the gnawing gnat that clamors out. Without this there 

/\ 

can be no book worth publishing. Never. So the writer 

nurses and clings to and feeds on this evanescent dream 

thoughout the dreadful exhilarating months of trying 

to impale it on paper. He almost never does-the full 

pure original dream, that is-and most of his books are 

monuments to his failure to capture the be•111=i.f1o1l 
/l 

he once dreamed. But~st 1'bO't dream 

~bf/p;i~ru~ 

thing 

it and~ 

to it tln tzghc,w.t to come anywhere near te Gatehl9&. it /I ,, 

at all. Sounds all very arty doesn't it? It also happens 

~ 
to be the solemn truth. 

l' 
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So when somebody sidles up to him at a cocktail party 

~ 
and br-i~ntly inquires, ''What are you working on now?" the 

fJrfll'ft ) ~ 
writer is i.nunediately alerted, hos tiled and wat :tly on 

guard. Who is this brash character that dares invade and 

destroy my dream? Doesn't he {or she) know that if a book 

or even the dream of a book can be sunnned up in a sentence 

&'I, u!dt /Jb ~ 
it is geirg te ))ea quite probably a //ftt bad book? Don't 

A ~ 
these people know that if a writer tries to define 

his f}Pf,ll/H. dream, to catch it on the wing, he by the 

rv 
very act risks destroying it forever? No, alas, he/\ she 

~ doesn't ever realize it-they never do. That's why 

II 
they keep asking The Question. 
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Q; 
The ~uestion is most often asked by people on the 

periphery of the writer's life: glib or sadistic 

literary interviewers or on radio or TV, or by the 

1 
., . -~ same peop e raspy trying .• o save a sagging interview 

and keep the show on the road; perspiring autograph 

~ 
seekers (''No, Madam, I only initial paperbacks, 11 )1am 

(J#,~~ 
'tiiile ~ tem:µted to say); casual acquaintances; total 

t1 
strangers; and always, of course, the fluttering 

~ butterflies one~ encounters at cocktail parties. 

A / ~ {IL "'f'Utv 

·~~:~~?~~-­
~andthi• is t~di'}~~ 

~,t--by people who couldn't care less. 
A 
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"Don't race your motor," my wife warned me at a recent 

~ 
party, finding me p'ilnthw~ in a corner and wanting to p~ 

aJ:ter'b~ asked The Qu~stion. "People see you little 

enough--you rarely take my anywhere-and when suddenly 

they do they remember you are supposed to be a writer." 

"What do you mean 'supposed?'" 

"D ' • t ' S 11 • • " i1/;4 on t m errupt. o natura ;:,smce wri~~;z 

your wor) they ask ~ what you 're working on,
11 

to oe 

civil and sort of to pass the time of day. They don't~ 

anything by it." 

"That's precisely it," I fight back, "they don't 

mean anything by it, they couldn't care less." I~ 

¢.±:: ice in my - glass. "'Naturally they 

ask you about your work,"'"/. I repeat caustically, glaring 

around the room. "See that dame over there-the one with 

the green hair--she's slept with virtually every man in 

this room-but me. 11 

"Yes, it's your insomnia, I know." 
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"Don't interrupt! She's a real professional sleeper-

arounder--it's her work. Why don't you slip over real 

friendly- like and ask her who she's sleeping with lately? 

Just to sort ofJIX pass the time of day. It's a natural 

~.ai!o/ question." 
" 

-ffrl 
"But that isn't the same and you know it." 

" 
"The hell it isn't. See old Goudge Jill ove~e 

~~ 
slopping up martinis? Guess I'll gs ask him who he's 

fl 

been embalming lately-besides himself. It's his work, ~-
~ 

you know. Then we'll getAthe car and run out and kind 

~-iM 
of ~Fies..U..y li1te ask old Doc Parson's who he's aborting 

(' 

this evening. After all it's his work. 
.J -

Then we'll-" 

"You're utterly impossible--let's get out of here." 

And so it goes. 
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The writer hates The Question then for many reasons: 

--
because he's afraid of it,.{ afraid hjmigh~ tr.I to answer - - ) 

~ because he is bothered by its impertinence and bound-

lessly annoyed by this bold, if usually thoughtless, 

~lltvr~~ 
invasion of his inmost privacy,~t'he thi~that enables 

him to write at all. Moreover from long exposure to 

~,h5 
The Question he knows that i:.reveal~ far more about ;,.. 

the qu4stioner than it ever elicits from him about his 

work. He knows that the ~eople with whom he might.t,,ve,1/ 
~ 

feel inclined to discuss his work are precisely the ones g 
who never ask him; that that is probably why he and they 

became friends in the first place. 
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But occasionally the writer is fairly trapped, 

maybe by a former professor's wife or again by some 

dear old soul who once knew his mother--someone he 

wouldn't §tYJ!;;i tmzs)y hurt for the world. ' 'Ha, ha, ha, t1 

he may chortle delightedly. 11It--let me see-it's 

just a little historical thing all about Indians, iron 

ore and injustice. t1 . 

~ -
·~•·~/IIYf 1· h · • • hj/ But ~-no use; one oo is question inspires.(2/U.• 

A . ,.~M 
~.~" \\ 

another. "How adorable--! simply can't wait to read it./ ~ ~ ~ . 
I' 

t( 
Er-um-does anyone get raped?-seriously, I mean?" 

9 



I 

I 

I 

The writer glances wildly around f~scap~~••• " • /- -Id~~~ 
~ none. He smiles fatuousl!, wagging his finger,A "You '11 • 

~ 
see," he says, the r,e1ftet old tease. "I wouldn't ljMlt 

i4 
l< 

/,f spoil it for you./n ~. . _,
1
q;y 

_ / ~ 'Y; h:lt~ ~ ~ ~' 
~ ~ f\rvvrv-. , 

Neither can the writer-to get the hell out of 

there, I mean.~~ -

(Robert Traver has written eight books, including 

three novels, the first being ANATOMY OF A MURDER and the 

latest LAUGHING WHITEFISH, "just a little historical thing 

all about Indians, iron ore and injustice," he cryptically 

explains.) 

to 



WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON NOW? 

~~ 
I am working on a new book-every writer is in some 

l)b,tt h, '~ 
way always working on a new book-and for some reason I 

~A!' ~ 
find-• ~•i=t bafflinJi_,and annoying I am 

---- ~t;;a-~~ ;1 

a ~ few other writers I know J,, ,V 
/l 

ever xxk asked./\ To 

' Q~/ 

~ agree with me. 
$,, 

Why is this so? 

A writer may be defined as a person who possesses the 

ego of a Napoleon, the stamina of a water buffalo, and a 

smidgin of talent. He needs the ego to delude himself that 

~ 
anyone would give the slightes~ goeEi. goEi.Eiom tu pa, out teal 

~ ~ t,f/.U/ 
eoniq to read anything he might write; the stamina to get 

[\ ~~ /\ 
it written; and the~sroitlgi;p of talent to get it read. 

f Ego, stamina, talent--these are the three basic ingredients 

of the writer. If he lacks any one of the three he is~ 
/\ 

write:)~ be an egocentric bore-of which, ds:ax alas 1 ;t . /,1~.,, 

~ ~·~~~ ~ there is no shortage-a daily slav his clatbtetl desk, 
A /- --- -~ 

or an artistic dillitante of aw!.ome sensitivity~ iut he 

~ n~ ¢;;:% , tr, ~~ 
is n/1 "'",~::r ./Jf ,i,,,A writ:/;!f tougyar.i..work~-• ic 

(',4M., ~- t}t::ea,;. 

~~~~ 
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Writing a book of any merit at all is probably one of 

ft ,,f dt 
the hardest tasks in the world. Firsf{there must be the 

elusive dream-what most nonwriters miscall the "plot"-

the idea, the genn, the gnawing gnat that clamors out. 

~ ~µ~~..;. 
Without ~,4 there can be no d.eceU.t booka Never. So 

~ ~~~ t 
the writer nurses and clings to this evaflescent dream 

I\ 

throughout the dreadful exhilarating months of trying 

~ 
to impale his df'eftfl\ on paper. He almost never does-the 

~/1 
ftd½ pureAdream, that is--and m st of his books are monuments ~--. ,, a;-; 
to his failure to~ ~:;2-: t• ;;•e:;;;,d, ~ • 't /4 
But he must first dream it to come anywhere near to ¥;~ ~ 
~ '!&ifi;1' A~~~ 

catching it at all./l ~l :agr very artyft it? ~4'1 • 
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So when som~body sidles up to him at a cocktail party 

~~J 
and dS', ''What are you working 

A 
on now?" the ~:s 

~ 
~ inunediately alerted, hestw¼ hostile and on guard. Who 

/\, 

is this~er that dares invade and destro:.~ b,.,,ef4! ~ 
dream? Doesn't he (or she) know that if a book ian be 

A 

- -~k A 

s--;:;l' a -;;~ is/Pe::;f ::.:W ~ 
bad ~ - Don't ~ know that if A ~ to define ~ _ 

/.""--✓ /1 • /4V4~~~~ 
elusive dream, to catch it on the wing, as.. thcwt; .,_. 

~ ~~7 j\ ,.-~ 

~i~~ alas, he, she or it doesn1-;J;;;,%.-vZ"- -
~,,I ~• -t;: ~ ;._:-: er 

they neve/1 do. .a4 ~/I ' 

L~ 
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"Do;1't race your motor," my wife :h&e warned me at ,t, ~ ~ J 

~/Hf.I-~~{):,~ 
'""-l'M'-~~11.1·-s, ~~g ~and wanting to go after being 

asked The Question. "People see you little enough--you 

rare1y take me anywhere-and~ de~ 

~emember you are supposed to be a writer." 

A 
''What do you mean' supposed? '" jA - • 

~{~vµit➔vl(I 
"Don• t -1' in;,;;!t, j. they ask you what you• re 

working on,/lsort of to pass the time of day. They don't 

~ anything by it." 

"That's precise1y it," I fight back, "they don't g,{, ~ ~ 

~~~b::.;;:;-;:/;::•~ ~dd WoY ,.,,,,.~_ 

".1-ist a natl:l:1 al qn-est:i.Qnl{ I repeat caust~cally, 

~ 
glaring around the room.}' ~ "See tha~~;une ~ , 

_._th~~ 1f7h~'h4w--
·gt em:Fbe.ir over there-she's slept with virtually every 

-ti 

man in this room-but me." 

"Yes, i:ttxx it's your insomnia, I know." 



~ 
"Don't interrupt! fhe '1-ame-!sAa real professional 

dk~/C 
sleeper arounde~- Why don't you slip over real friendly like .... ~ 

~ ia -~) ,UJA'fl 

and ask her who she's sleeping with lately? A Just to sort 
II (.,( 

of pass the time of day?~

1 

tl ~ ~ ~' 

1lut 
"But '/t isn't the Saille and you know it." 

"The hell it isn't. See old Goudge over there 

~ 
slopping 

/l 
up martinis? $ Guess I'll go ask him who he's ~ 

~'/Ji,.~~ 
been embalming lately--besides himself. ~ Then we '11 get the 

car and run out anf:;1: ! ~~ho kin he• s 

~all,~ ~UUW'-
aborting evening. Then we'll-" 

''You're utterly impossible--let's get out of here." 

And so it goes. 
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But occasionally the writer is fairly trappe~ 

~ ~ ~4 
·it m.igl:1-t bA y ~fessor's wife o11~ear old 

soul who o ,ce knew his mother-someone he wouldn't 

I 
ly hurt for the world. "Ha ha ha " he /M,,AJ..., , , , ,,·-:-7 

delightedly. "It-let me see-it's just 

a litt e historical thing all about Indians, iron 

~imply can't wait to read it. 

ioes anyone 
~ 

get raped?•-..-
$ 



t 

;)1-14/~4 
But it isn't only theA.. ~ the essential 

A 
the bold invasion of privacy~ 

impertinence of the question,/ as thg:agh on@ i$ stui:tietrl.y ,.J 

~I.le are-y:on 1oleepin€5 wi tb tbese days?" The-

aJ, ~ 
_ ~ irr;;;,_ and annoye~ because It--/-~ ~ C 
J' .AL~he questiozx reveals far more about the questioner than 

~~~ ~ 
it/I-ever cic:ee;1~t the writer ft his work. The few 

people wem. he might feel inclined to tell a little 

IJA,l_,, ~ 
about his new book almost never~ 

".t[-c,/~- ft ~ 
him/\ They know; that'Awhy he and 

~~-

the ones who ask 

~-
theyc:M"e friends/4,,e, ~ 

A 

4 
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WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON NOW? 

by 

Robert Traver 

Written by: 
John D. Voelker 
Ishpeming, Michigan 

I am working on a new book-every writer is in some way 

always working on a new book--and I find this the most baffling 

ana annoying question I am ever asked. To a an the few other 

writers I know mournfully agree with me. Why is this so? 

A writer may be defined as a person who possesses the ego 

of a Napoleon, the stamina of a water buffalo, and a smidgin 

of talent. He needs the ego to delude himself that anyone would 

give the slightest damn to read anything he might ever write; 

the stamina to get it written; and the wee dash of talent to 

get it read. 

Ego, stamina, talent-these are the three basic ingredients 

~ every writer must have; if he lacks any one of them he is 

probably no writer--though heaven knows he may be an egocentric 

1--------..;;_,.bore-ef which, alas, there is no shortage--or an ink-stained. 

collector of rejection slips, or an artistic dilettante of 

awesome sensitivity. But he is no real writer. Most simply 
~ 

put, a writer is a tough, hard-working, self-centered @8:Sto.rd. ~- ~+ /\ 
who.can,\i,5etJffle,s spel\ the words he uses. 

Writing a book-especially a novel-of even the slightest 

merit is probably one of the hardest tasks in the world. First 

of all there must be the dream-what most nonwriters persistently 

miscall the "plot 11-the idea, the genn, the gnawing gnat that 

clamors out. Without this vision there can be no book worth 

publishing. Never. So the writer nurses and clings to and 

~ent dream thro ghout the dreadful exhi arating 



----c:,...:._ _______ _ 

months of trying to impale it 

the full pure original dream, 

are monuments to his failure to 

He almost never does-­

his books 

once dreamed. But first he must dream it and cling to it 

through hell or high water to come anywhere near overtaking 

it at all. Sounds all very arty doesn't it? It also happens 

to be the bitter solemn truth. 

So when somebody sidles up to him at a cocktail party and 

archly inquires, "What are you working on now?" the writer is 

inmediately alerted, hostile, wary, on guard. Who is this 

brash character that dares invade and destroy my dream? 

Doesn't he {or she)~ that if a book or even the dream of 

a book can be summed up in a sentence it~ will \8 quite 
u-

probably~a very bad book? Don't these people know that if a 

writer tries to define his dream, to catch it on the wing, he 

by the very act risks destroying it forever? No, alas, he or 

she doesn't ever realize it--they never do. That's why they 

keep asking "The Question." 

The Question is most often asked by people on the periphery 

of the writer's life: glib or sadistic literary interviewers 

or on radio or TV, or by the same people trying bravely to save 

a sagging interview and keep the show on the road; perspiring 

autograph seekers (''No, Madam, I only initial paperbacks," I 

swear I am one day going to say); casual acquaintances; total 

strangers; and always, of course, the fluttering migratory 

butterflies one encounters at cocktail parties. "What are you 

working on now?" they coo. The question is almost invariably 

asked--and to the writer this is the final corrodin~ thing--by 

people who couldn't care less. 
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nDon't race your motor, 11 my wife warned me at a recent 

party, finding me sulking in a corner and wanting to ~ ~ ~ 
after being asked The Question. "People see you little enough--

you rarely take me anywhere--and when suddenly they do they 

remember you are supposed to be a writer. 11 

' 'What do you mean 'supposed?'" 

"Don't interrupt! So naturally, since writing is your 

work{they ••}a:;;.t you're working on. They only ask it to 

be civil ant'°rt of 1/1, pass the time of day. They don't~ 

anything by it." 

"That's precisely ·it, 11 I fight back, "they don't mean 

anything by 

mcibing ice 

it, ~uldn't care less." I agitate the 

in my ,._glass. "'Naturally they ask you about your 

work,'" I repeat caustically, glaring around the room. "See 

that dame over there--the one with the green hair--she's slept 

with virtually every man in this room--but me. 11 

''Yes, ~ your insomnia, I know. 11 

"Don't interrupt! She's a real professional sleeper-P 

arounder--it's her work. Why don't you slip over real 

friendly-like and ask her who she's sleeping with lately? Just 

to sort of pass the time of day. It's a natural question. 11 

"But that isn't the same thing and you know it. 11 

"The hell it isn't. See old Goudge over there slopping 

up martinis? Guess I'll pop over and ask him who he's been 

embalming lately--besides himself. It's his work, you know. 

Then we'll get in the car and run out and kind of casual-like 

ask old Doc Parsons who he's aborting this evening. After all, 

it's his work. Then we'll-" 
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"You're utterly impossible--let's get out of here." 

And so it goes. 

The writer hates The Question then for many reasons: because 

he's afraid of it--afraid he might try to answer--; because he 

is bothered by its impertinence and boundlessly annoyed by this 

bold, if usually thoughtless, invasion of his inmost privacy, 

of the fragile dream that enables him to write at all. :Moreover 
0 

frm. long exposure to The Question he knows that it reveals far 
I\ 

more about the questioner than it ever elicits from him about 

his work. He ~ that the very few people with whom he might 

ever feel inclined to discuss his work are precisely the ones 

who never ask him; that that is probably why h.........-i they became 

friends in the first place. 

But 

a former 

occasional~iter is fairly trapped, maybe by 

p.Pefesser'sAwife or again by some dear old soul who 

once knew his mother--someone he wouldn't gratuito'!is1~ _hurt 
wid;~ 

he may chortleAdeligh~~ 

"It--let me see--it's just a little historical thing all about 

Indians, iron ore and injustice." 

But airy evasion is no use; one foolish question inspires 

~ another. "How perfectly adorable--I simply can't wait 

to read it, 11 she runs on. 11Er-um-does anyone get raped?­

seriously, I mean?" 

The writer glances wildly around for an escape hatch but 

finds none. He smiles fatuously, wagging his finger at his 

questioner. ''You'll see, 11 he says, the channing old tease. 

"I wouldn't spoil it for you for anything." 



"I simply can't wait," she says, gaily fluttering on her 

way. 

Neither can the writer--to get the hell out of there, that is. 

(Robert Traver has written eight books, including three 

novels, the first being ANATOMY OF A :MURDER and the latest 

LAUGHING WHITEFISH, "just a little historical thing all about 

Indians, iron ore and injustice, 11 he crypt~ns.) 
/\ 
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