October 17, 2007

Janet:


A few years ago I was standing in line at the drugstore when I heard a woman's voice shout, "Jim Bell, you dirty dog!"


Stunned, I looked for the source of the invective. But my vision was obscured by people and displays. 


"You are a dirty dog!"


At that point, the people in my line, not to mention the whole store, were wondering about this resonant accusation. No one knew it was directed at me, of course. But that was about to change.


An attractive blond suddenly approached. I recognized her immediately. She was a member of my church. She had this huge smile on her face as she came right up to me and said, "Jim Bell, you are a dirty dog!"


Now the people in my line were looking back at me, wondering who they were in close proximity to.


"You kept me up all night!" the blond said.


The old woman directly in front of me looked shocked.


My friend said, "I started your book last night and couldn't put it down!"


With a sigh of relief, I looked at the old woman as if to say, Nothing to see here. Move along.


She scowled at me and turned her back.


To my friend I said, "Thanks so much. That's, er, one of the nicest compliments I've ever received."


"Just wanted you to know!"


I guess I'll take "Dirty Dog" to some of the other things I've been called. As a former criminal lawyer, I'm familiar with more colorful labels. All of them beat the embarrassed silence which follows this more typical response (I usually get this at Starbucks):

FELLOW: So what are you working on?

JSB: A book.

FELLOW: You a writer?

JSB: Uh-huh.

FELLOW: Have I heard of you?



Inevitably, no, and the fellow's face drips with disappointment. I usually excuse myself at that point by saying, "I have to take this," and picking up my cell phone and saying, "Hi Steve. No, I'm not going to give you the rights. I was disappointed in Munich."


Or not.


The point is, the "celebrity author" thing is highly overrated. Even those with #1 NY Times bestsellers are only known only by a relative few. And a yearning for adulation can be destructive. The moment you start believing your press releases, you're on a slippery slope. 


Much mor important is to just be about your business, day to day, which is writing something that will keep readers up long into the night. And, equally important, be about something.


Mere entertainment is fine for some, but it is the author who passionately believes in his story who makes the mark.


If you don't believe that, consider two novels published in 1957, both of which became bestsellers and, to this day, sell tens of thousands of copies per year.


Yet they couldn't be more different.


On the Road by Jack Kerouac is almost a stream-of-consciousness narrative, a jazz riff, celebrating present moment experience. 


Atlas Shrugged by Ayn Rand is a monumental door stop of a novel that is, in reality, a philosophical argument for the life of the mind and "rational self-interest."


So what accounts for the perennial popularity of these two divergent novels?


Three things. 


First, they were about something. For Kerouac, this journey on the road was about self-discovery and "beatitude" (the word Kerouac insisted was the real basis for Beat Generation). Rand wanted nothing less than to shift the entire course of Western Civilization. No pressure.


Second, the authors passionately believed what they were writing.  You can't read a single page in these books that does not contain narrative fervor. 


And finally, each writer cared about their craft. They had two entirely different styles, of course. But both worked hard to get good at what they did. Rand wrote in the grand romantic tradition of Victor Hugo. Kerouac was trying to develop a whole new approach he called "Be Bop Prose Rhapsody." Both succeeded in their unique fashion.


Now, I do not agree with the philosophies in either of these books. I don't buy the atheism of Rand or the dissolute enthusiasms of Kerouac.  


But I want to write with the same three dynamics they wrote with. May that be true for you as well. Write about something, something you care passionately about. Be intentional about learning your craft.


Do that and you might even be called a dirty dog someday––and like it.

Peace!

Jim

James Scott Bell

Woodland Hills, CA

############

JAMES SCOTT BELL is the bestselling author of Try Dying, No Legal Grounds, Presumed Guilty, Glimpses of Paradise, Breach of Promise and several other thrillers. He is a winner of the Christy Award for Excellence in inspirational fiction, and was a fiction columnist for Writers Digest magazine. His popular book Write Great Fiction: Plot & Structure is from Writers Digest books.  Bell graduated with honors from the University of Southern California Law Center and has written over 300 articles and numerous books for the legal professions. A former trial lawyer, he now writes and speaks full time. He appeared as an expert commentator on Good Morning America, CBS radio and in Newsweek magazine during the O. J. Simpson murder trial. His book on search and seizure law is the leading authority in its field. 

His website: www.JamesScottBell.com
Letter sent to Janet Chester Bly, P.O. Box 157, Winchester, ID, 83555, janet@blybooks.com, www.blybooks.com
