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Robert Traver

1 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?

of a Napo

of talent. \ needs the ego to delude himself thg¥” anyone would
give the slighted¢ damn to read anything he mjght ever write;
the stamina to get written; and the wge” dash of talent to

get it read.

Ego, stamina, talent-\thesg’are the three basic ingredients
witch every writer must ha if he lacks any one of them he is
probably no writer-~thpdgh heavag knows he may be an egocentric
bore--of which, al#§, there is no Zhortage--or an ink-stained
collector of p€jection slips, or an agtistic dilettante of
awesome sgfisitivity. But he is no real\griter. Most simply
put, #writer is a tough, hard-working, se \{~-centered W
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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"—-the idea, the germ, 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

feeds on this evanescent dream throughout 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 . failure to captupesiha abusises thing he
once dreamed. Bu /\aus 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 bisser 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
immediately alerted, hostile, wary, 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 summed up in a sentence it imme will y quite

probablyAa very bad book? / Don't these people know that if a

writer tries to define his dream, to catclk it on the’winx, he
by the very act risks destroying it forever? No, alas, he or
she doesn't ever realize it—-they mever 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 corroding thing--by

people who couldn't care less.




"Don't race your motor," my wife warned me at a recent
party, finding me sulking in a corner and wanting to Imawe % *&"W
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."
"What do you mean 'G\IPPOIQ;?}".
"Don't interrupt! So natx/arally, since writing is your
WO they uk%t you'lp:ggking on. Tl;ey only ask it to
be civil a.nd,\sort of pass the time of day. They don't mean
anything by 'it."
"That's precisely it," I fight back, "they don't mean
anything by it, they couldn't care less.”" I agitate the
agkeing ice in xn‘;;:?zn
work,'" I repeat caustically, glaring around the room. "See W 5,

8. "'Naturally they ask you about your

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

A
wigh virtually every man in this room—-~but me."

"Yes, % your insomnia, I know." z E.—W,,

"Don ! s *
on't interrupt! She's a real profeuiona.'ll/‘dupuh# X
Wd‘t\-—it'u her work. Why don't you slip oler ?al

§

friendly-like and ask her who ahc'sl\m lately? Just

to sort of pass the time of day. It's a natural question.”
"g“%h‘t im't,:bmfr% thing and you know it."
¥The—hell it :lsn'tj A 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 yjun out %:;nd of casual-like
ask old Doc Parsons who he's this evening. After all,

A
it's his work. Then we'll--"




"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 ite-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 privacyM
of the fragile dream that enables him to write at all. Moreover
n:. long exposure to The Question he knows that it reveals far
m:re about the questioner than it ever elicits from him about
his work. He knows that the very few people with whom he might

ever feel inclined to discuss his work are precisely the ones

who never ask himj; that that is probably why bhe=and they became X

friends in the first place.

But occuio%}f/riter is fairly trapped, maybe by
a former Mﬂwife or again by some dear old soul who
once knew his mother--someone he wouldn't gratuitously hurt

for the world. 'Ha, ha, ha," he may chortloAdelight':edi:x;\

"It--let me see-~it's just a little rjcal thing all about ]
Indians, iron ore and injustice."” (I\%’;‘z{z M'@” %M
But airy evasion is no use; one foolish question inspires
X % s%ill another. '"How perfectly adorable--I simply can't wait

)

to read it," she runs on., "Er——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,” he says, the charming old tease.
"I wouldn't spoil it for you for anything."
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"I simply can't wait," she says, gaily fluttering on her
way.
Neither can the writer--to get whmsbedl out of there, that is.
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But occasionally the writer is fairly trapped, maybe by
a former teacher's wife or again by some dear old soul who

once knew his mother--someone he wouldn't gratuitously hurt for
the world. "Ha, ha, ha," he may chortle with false delight.
"te—let me see—it's just a little historical thing all about
Indians, iron ore and injustice.” (I happened to have been
working on my novel LAUGHING WHITEFISH.)

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., "Ere-um--does anyone get raped?--geriously,
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," he says, the charming old tease.

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

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

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




But occasionally the writer is fairly trapped, maybe by

a former teacher‘ﬁyuﬂﬁﬁ or amesn by some dear eds# soul who
once knew his mother--someone he wouldn't gratuitously hurt for
the world. 'Ha, ha, ha," he may chortle with false delight.

4‘1’

"Tt—~let me see—it's just a 11tt1e£?; 1cal thlng all about
appened to have been

Indians, iron ore and injustice."

-
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working on @¥ novel LAUGHING WHITLBIbH )
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,

"You'll see,” he says, the charming old tease.
"] wouldn't spoil {%:for you for anything."
N\
"] simply can't Qait," she says, gaily fluttering on her
way. m WL

Neither can the writer——to get, out of there, that is.
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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 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 no Zhozgta%ef—/:or a—seribblins AV

ink-stained s&ave~uho~se}}ee$itreJectlon slips, or an artistic

d;};&an-sj‘of awesome sensitivity. But he is no real writer. WW

53 writer is a tough, hard-working, self-centered bastard who cza4p/1h¢7n¢4z;u%/
can spelllhe (opply bhe tease/ ;

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'—the idea, the germ, the gnawing gnat that
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clamors out. Without this deeam 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







Saturday Review

June 20, 1966
Dear Mr. Voelker:
Your humorous essay filtered down to
the Phoenix Nest, its nmatural home,
But its tone is too leisurely for a one
page feature like mine, which uses shorter
(500 wds),more pointed casuals. WHAT ARE YOU
WORKING ON, an intriguing piece, sounds more
like something the Atlantic's "Accent On
Living" department might like. Might you have

something else around, that would suit the

With all d wishes
7~
from: MA :

THE PHOENIX NEST

Nest?










Saturday Review

380 Madison Avenue, New York, N, Y. 10017

Alfred W. Balk
Feature Editor ApI‘il 29, 1966

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

Dear Mr. Voelker:

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.
Sincere g :
\
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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 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 no shortage--or a scribbling

ink-stained, slave who collects rejection slips, or an artistic

&ui-emt-eﬂ of awesome sensitivity. But he is no real writer. W""%/‘“‘;

(& writer is a tough, hard-working, self-centered bastard who Jizz Qomitince
can spell Ly (veree Le leaso
Writing a book-—-especially a novel-f-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"--the idea, the germ, the gnawing gnat that

clamors out. Without this dream 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
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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 fer—seme—reason I
find this the most baffling and annoying question I am
ever asked. mz a man the few other writers I know
mw”#fg{ee with me., Why is this so?
! A
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

W

/\dash of talent to get it read.




Ego, stamina, talent——these are the three basic

(olorihs ey MW“/ ‘;{u’“j

ingredients ff she wr1te7‘ o3 he lacks any one«eﬁsthas%haoe

e A&&%ﬂ1‘4””aﬂy

he is probably no writeﬁh though he may be an egocentric

# W

bore—~of which, alas, there 1s no shortage--or Sty
WWM«?M W”/fo{étf /ﬂf 4@6@
/4 s}aYe/GhaInadgzq,hmspelutzereddmmdr 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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Writing a book--especially a novel——of amy merit

i

is probably one of the hardest tasks in the world.
1

First of all there must be the elasiwe dream--what most

nonwritersxmiscall the "plot'-—the idea, the germ,
/

ﬁ[”ﬂwj

the gnawing gnat that clamors out. Without this there

A

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

Lbtigt€
monuments to his failure to capture th34btuu£é£ul thing

he once dreamed. But he must fipet dream it and cling

Aipoighs Ll b3 Liog h rales P 7
it

to isqthrsughout to come anywhere near te—ea%ehag%

at all. Sounds all very arty doesn't it? It also happens
to be the solemn truth.
A
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So when somebody sidles up to him at a cocktail party

aekly

and brigh%}yhinquires, "What are you working on now?" the

Vel SN
writer is immediately alerted, hostil?jand‘wari}y 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 summed up in a sentence

it is geime—teobequite probably‘a.A%ﬁv«Pad book? Don't
A f

these people know that if a writer tries to define

his ﬁg&ﬁ;ﬁg’dream, to catch it on the wing, he by the
y a’d

very act risks destroying it forever? No, alas, th she

-er=i$% doesn't ever realize it——they never do. That's why

W\

Y
they keep asking The Question.
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Thezuestion 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 sdmmpdx trying A0 save a sagging interview
and keep the show on the road; perspiring autograph

seekers ('"No, Madam, I only initial paperbacks," I/Iam
wamegdaps tempted to say); casual acquaintances; total
A

strangers; and always, of course, the fluttering

-

butterflies one m@ encounters at cocktail parties.
/ b lewnd
"What are you workmg on ngw?" they coo. Inmeother

(ﬁ]a M 4 W/M/"

ﬁm.r.dz—-and ,("thls is the,béo rrodlni

Wy—by people who couldn't care less.

/
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"Don't race your motor,' my wife warned me at a recent

party, finding me pewtdag in a corner and wanting to gsg4ézzﬂ45/

7‘“& A

after\being asked The Question. '"People see you little
i
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?'"
"Don't interrupt! So naturally since writing is /~ .
/ Yo forh 4%
IR
your work they ask jges what you're working on, to be
civil and sort of to pass the time of day. They don't mean

anything by it."

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

mean anything by it, they couldn't care less."” 1 seare

4

‘Ef?%gg;elting ice in my emesy glass. '''Naturally they
]

ask you about your work,'"Z 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."

"Yes, it's your insomnia, I know."




"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 ofpx pass the time of day. It's a natural

ffiandd® question,”

ot

"But that isn't the samehand you know it.™

"The hell it isn't. See old Goudge mm over there
slopping up martinis? Guess I'll gsAask him who he's

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

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

spoual - 4A

of frienddyFiHee ask old Doc Parson's who he's aborting
this evening. After al%)it's his work. Then we'll—"
"You're utterly impossible--let's get out of here.”

And so it goes.




The writer hates The Question then for many reasons:

o S—

because he's afraid of it, afraid he might try to answer — — 7
A Y S 4

/4%; because he is bothered by its impertinence and bound-
(4

lessly annoyed by this bold, if usually thoughtless,
o Vs fragilodter’
invasion of his inmost privacy,Athe—ehingﬁfhat enables

him to write at all. Moreover from long exposure to

The Question he knows that izkreveal far more about A

the qudstioner than it ever elicits from him about his

work. He knows that the few people with whom he might WVEYV
feel inclined to discuss his work are precisely the ones

who never ask him; that that is probably why he and they

became friends in the first place.




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 Eai;ﬂ';ﬂ—g}y_ hurt for the world. !Ha, ha, ha,"
he may chortle delightedly., "It--let me see--it's

just a little historical thing all about Indians, iron

ore and injustice.'

‘M/"’ "}F A

But #*#no use; one foolish question inspires <&

)}
another, "How adorable--I simply can't wait to read it,A/z& Seltrep oV,

V74

i
Er--um——does anyone get raped?--seriously, I mean?"
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The writer glances wildly around for escap Dhumm=There

‘<% none. He smiles fatuously, wagging his fin,ger/( outll

G
see," he says, thed—peﬁset old tease. "I wouldn't wesst

{
ﬁ spoil it for you% Mﬁ? :

Neither can the writer——to get the hell out of

there, Fmeans W«/@—/ ;

(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.)
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W{’r : WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON NOW?
| J uxp“’wl -

fortiorit Dravnen

Z I/W‘MA I am working on a new book--every writer is in some s

way always working on a new book--and for some reason I
find this »enythe most baffling and annoying I am

ever axk asked. few other writers I knowﬁé/

4 A

g 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

Ao

anyone would give the slightes"i1 geod—goddam topay-eut—reat
maney to read anything hfeA might write; the stamina to get

A
b
it written; and theAsmidgjm of talent to get it read.

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

of the writer, If he lacks any one of the three he is no

writerj/t %e may be an egocentric bore--~of which,

there is no shortage——a daily, slav

f2

or an artistic dillitante of awesome sensitivity, \gut he

MZ ; w Tt ,W
is no writer.l/$he writer is_ _a tough hard-workin {ﬁﬁrﬂ

A o
bastard who ¢ --‘ le et
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Writing a book of any merit at all is probably one of

the hardest tasks in the world. First Athere must be the
elusive dream--what most nonwriters miscall the "plot'——

the idea, the germ, the gnawing gnat that clamors out.
Without shet, there can be no deeemt bookd Never., So

the writer nurses and cllngs to this evaf/escent dream ﬁy/(, 4 fsce .
q

throughout the dreadful exhilarating months of trying

-

4
to impale his—dresm on paper. He almost never does——the

i «

futt pure,dream, that is--and mgst of his books are monuments

e Lo

to his failure to,eatch—his—dreamas- he once dreamed e

N bt A Tosent 5 4

But he must first dream it to come anywhere near to M W

A
catching it at all. /l%/l‘{‘:ﬁfery artyﬂw % Wé»wv Z‘;“%




So when somebody sidles up to him at a cocktail party

»

P
and asks, "What are you working on now?" the writer is

A

f immediately alerted, kmxxmkx hostile and on guard. Who
A
i/

is this character that dares invade and destroy my

ol dhamtf s

dream? Doesn't he (or she) know that if a book Q:an be

g DA

summed up in a sentence it 1s quite probably a very

a/w%/@/
Ut perbte " 7ge -

Don't shey know that if A -i;y to define 5
A WAy Y

elusive dream, to catch it on the wing, &s. thm
A

mpﬁef@d-dmﬁltﬁlq/%g: he, she or it doesn't /,/

they never do
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"Don't race your motor," my wife kas warned me at § W M}

~pertars, oee%s-uﬂa-ngl\and wantlng to go after being

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

rarely take me anywhere--and wher}\they do%

remember you are supposed to be a writer,"

"what do you mean'supposed?' T WW
alunalln {omic ity Wy
"Don't 1nterrupt' So,they ask you what you're

wrlbaud

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

A

mean anything by it."

|

"That's precisely it,” I fight back, "they don't
2

Wy #*-  wmbply
couldn't care less." \QZ@‘ %MW%

mean an

”&ust—a—naeu-ra-l—ques—eLOn/l I repeat caustically,

glaring around the room,/ & "See thatydame MTZ%:
- Y pue it 2‘%?114% - -

greefiheir over there--she's slept with virtually every
man in this room--but me."

"Yes, Xtkxx it's your insomnia, I know,"




!

"Don't interrupt! Fhe—dame's a real professional
- o Ao wodd. A

sleeper arounderA Why don't you slip over real frlendly like

and ask her who she's sleeping with lately" Just to sort

of pass the time of day"bQﬁ/ a W 7 g ?

"But N isn't the same and you know it,"
"The hell it isn't, See old Goudge over there
slopping up martinis? g Guess I'11l go ask him who he's bt

U b wirdy £

been embalming lately--besides himself. A Then we'll get the

unelof fund Akt
car and run out and,ask old Doc Parson's who kxzx he's

Q;‘ﬁ%fﬂé ~ fl%
aborting this evening.)\ Then we'll—"

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

And so it goes,







But occasiénally the writer is f airly trapped

e

‘I—%—iﬁi—g-h-t—b; by aﬁofessor's wife or/liome dear old

soul who ornce knew his mother--someone he wouldn't
gratuitously hurt for the world. "Ha, ha, ha," he e
chortley delightedly, 'It—-let me see—it's just

a litt]le historical thing all about Indians, iron

ore and injustice."
/

"How adorable-~I simply can't wait to read it. 62 - levm/——
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%es anyone get raped?®. _ W , j M gpre /
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But it isn't only that, idithe essential

the bold invasion of privacy,

impertinence of the question,/as—though-one-is suddenly J

asked; ing wi 21t —The-

M W
weiter-is, irritated and annoyed because%ﬁ@s‘@— 7;‘1«« «4’»47 W é

u&f .ét Whe questlorh reveals far more about the questioner than
oo M %/’Vl/ ﬂM

it ever dees zhent the writer fr his work. The few

A

people mshem he might feel inclined to tell a little
MaﬂW
about his new book almost never &re the ones who ask
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They know; that's why he and they<awre frlends/u
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Written by:
John D. Voelker
Ishpeming, Michigan

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 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 no shortage--or an ink-stained
collector of rejection slips, or an artistic dilettante of
awe;ome sensitivity. But he is no real writer. Most simply

put, a writer is a tough, hard-working, selchentere%AbQSGQGd

P

; e
who canAFemﬁtimcs SpellAthe 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'—the idea, the germ, 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

feeds.on.this-evanescentwdream throughout 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 thing he
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) know that if a book or even the dream of
a book can be summed up in a sentence it s—ox will @ quite
probablyha 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 corroding thing--by

people who couldn't care less.




"Don't race your motor,' my wife warned me at a recent
party, finding me sulking in a corner and wanting to Zeave WM
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."
"Jhat do you mean 'supposed?!
"Don't interrupt! So naturally, since writing is your
worﬁj/;hey as%?znit you're working on. They only ask it to
be civil andsSort of gﬁ pass the time of day. They don't mean

anything by it."

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

anything by it, the% couldn't care less.” I agitate the

mertERe ice in myAglass. "!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."

"Yes, 4% your insomnia, I know."

on't interrupt! She's a real professional Sleeper1f;)
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."

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

"The hell it isn't. See old Goudge over there slopping
up martinis? Guess I'1ll 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—"




"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

o
frm long exposure to The Question he knows that it reveals far

mg;e about the questioner than it ever elicits from him about
his work., He knows th&t 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 he—and they became
friends in the first place.

But occasionally the y;iter is fairly trapped, maybe by

a former psefeeser*§hwife or again by some dear old soul who

once knew his mother--someone he wouldn't gratuitoysly hurt

wills

for the world. "Ha, ha, ha," he may chortlgAdelighted}y-

"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
&tf33+ another. ‘''How perfectly adorable--I simply can't wait
to read it," she runs on. "Er——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,' he says, the charming old tease.

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




T sim 1)’ can't wait " she says Waily fluttering on her
P 2 ) o
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,” he cwyptically explains.)
A




