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Introduction



IT WAS A Tuesday in early spring 1993, my second day at The New York Times. I had that nervous newbie look, with a too-pressed shirt and half an expectation that someone would bounce me back onto 43rd Street. In the afternoon, as I was screwing up my courage to ask some mundane, newbie-type question of an editor with the formidable first name of Condon, the call came for the newsroom to gather near the National Desk.

Gradually, journalists drifted to the appointed place.

Arrayed there on dining carts were bottles of Champagne, and stacked glasses. Waitresses in black frocks with white trim poured healthy servings, ready for the taking.

Hmm, I thought. Midafternoon Champagne break. This really is the summit of American journalism.

When Max Frankel, the Timess executive editor, began to speak, I of course learned that this was no regular thing. This was a very special thing, the announcement of the Pulitzer Prizes, and John F. Burns, a veteran Times correspondent, had snagged one that year for his courageous and thorough coverage of the destruction of Sarajevo and the barbarous killings in the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina.


At this point, a new guy in a too-perfect shirt is getting the willies, wondering if there is any place for him in a superachieving place like this. Like a writer facing a blank screen and a big hairy topic, I felt way over my head.

But just as usually happens with that writer, things turned out O.K. There was a place for me, for the fortunate reason that journalism is a big rambling house with many roomsnot just Foreign Correspondence (trench coats in the closet), but also Graphics, Investigations, Web Video and on and on, all in need of people with special talents and special interests.

The room where I found a chair is called Story Doctoring. Its inhabitants (and I am one of many) examine texts for what ails them and apply various nostrums. This room is far distant from the whizzing bullets of Sarajevo, and much less heroic, but it is no less close to the heart of journalism. Every writer needs a story doctoreven a story doctor, when he writes a story himself.

It wasnt the Pulitzer Champagne that led me to stumble into that particular room. I stumbled into it because I am just better at story doctoring than I am at other journalism jobs, and because I love story doctoring, which may amount to the same thing. Follow your bliss, said Joseph Campbell, the late mythologist and life philosopher, and without knowing thats what I was doing thats what I did. I would not know an investigative journalistic breakthrough from 50 paces, but I would know a misplaced paragraph from 50 miles. Usually. Thats just how my eyes see, and dont see.

To me, my personal newsroom journey proves that if you love some aspect of writing, you need not worry that you are not John Burns. True, from the outside, which is where I was on that April day, the Burnsian heights seemed unscalable. But the good news for journalistic and literary aspirants is this: when you discover a love for some particular writing thing, as I did, that love transports you to the inside, and the world there doesnt look nearly so daunting. In that place, Condon is just a name. In that place, a blank computer screen is a field of glory. In that place, a big and hairy topic presents as deliciously complex. The world will ultimately decide whether you succeed in that place or not, but you will be happy there, and thats the best measure of success anyway.

What have I learned in my particular place, the Story Doctoring room? I have learned how to weave tales. I now know how to pedal the loom, which fabrics work and which do not, which colors enhance and which detract. I can detect snags, and gaps, and thin patches. I can hide the seams, and make the weave tight. I have very little to do with procuring the fabric, or snipping stray threads, or displaying the fabric invitinglyfor that stuff, take it down the hall to Reporting, Copy Editing and Art Direction. But whether you call it fabric, or music, or a trip down a river, a story and its design, from the original idea to the kicker, thats my realm.

This book is about that room. It draws on my 20-plus years as a journalist, nearly all of them at the Times, first in the Sunday Business Section and then in the City Section. I have been largely an editor at the Timesmost recently the deputy editor of the City Sectionand in that capacity I have edited hundreds of articles by scores of reporters, from Reed Abelson to Laurence Zuckerman, and by such contributors as the former Harvard President Derek Bok, the essayist Andr Aciman, the economists Paul Krugman and Robert Reich, the novelists Kevin Baker, Colin Harrison, Joseph ONeill and Alexandra Styron, and the humorists Bill Geist, Stanley Bing, P.J. ORourke and Roy Blount Jr.

The book also draws on my years at Harvard, where I spent many happy hours missing class and learning the writing craft at the weekly Harvard Independent, and on the insights I have gleaned over the last decade from my students at New York University. I also rely on my own experience writing for the Times, where I wrote the weekly Investing column from late 1993 to early 1995, and for such other publications as the Progressive, Common-weal, Harpers, the Atlantic and Newsday.

As this list of writersstudents, reporters, academics, essayistsand writingscolumns, essays, featuressuggests, I find that the tenets of story doctoring apply not just to journalism but to writing writ large. Story doctoring is all about prose that is riveting and persuasive, and as such it has currency for every writer, from the freelancer in his garret to the English grad student, from the beat reporter to the aspiring blogger.

WHITE LOOKS WHITEST ON BLACK

Writers missteps fall on a small number of paths. This is the premise behind many writing books, and this premise dictates their form. Strunk and Whites Elements of Style offers just 11 rules of usage, 11 principles of composition and 21 suggestions on style, for example, and that structure implies this: There may be billions of mistakes out there in the world of print, but if the reader masters a modest number of directives, he can pin down the bulk of writing problems.

I think this happy assumption is true. A writer who learns to make every word countStrunk and Whites Omit Needless Wordshas traveled far toward composing a decent paper or article. With just a few more such advancesAvoid Fancy Words, Use the Active Voicehis writing is well on the way.

Moreover, I believe this pattern also holds for this book; my 50 principles, I hope, cover the bulk of the writing problems I address. This is luckier than it may seem, because I address very different problems than do many writing books.

Other writing instructors work substantially on the level of style, of the line-by-line issues of writing. This book focuses instead on the level of story, by which I mean the architecture, the bones, the tendrils, of an article. This book is about: how to make a story move (Chapter 15: A Stirring in the Garden); how to paint a setting for your story (Chapter 43: The Man Who Met Lincoln); and how to use description to buttress your theme (Chapter 6: Bang the Drum Strategically). But this book is not about: run-on sentences, errant punctuation, misplaced modifiers, rampant bureaucratese or ambiguous antecedents.

Call it The Elements of Story rather than The Elements of Style.

Some of these story-level principles are warnings about writing mistakes. For example, a writer may cram too many themes into his story, dooming himself to develop none of them well (Chapter 5: A Baker Named Muffin). Or he may set out full sail to explore a terrific topic, but encounter some enchanting sidelight and veer off course (Chapter 13: Drive-By Deliciousness). Other principles urge writers to seize good storytelling opportunities. For example, if a writer puts his theme in a contrasting frame, he can make that theme stand out morewhite looks whitest on black, so to speak (Chapter 25: Borrowed Grace).

But whether they are red flags or green lights, this books principles exist on the story-level plane of writing. There are not many such books, and the ones there are often sandwich their story-level discussions between lengthy article reprints and long explorations of reporting basics, query writing, and line-by-line matters.

This book is only about story. I am not saying there is no overlap with other aspects of writingoverlap is unavoidablebut concern with story is its lodestar.

Although this book does not directly address style, it may help in that department just the same. A writer who knows his Big Thought, for instance, is less likely to commit those adjectival pileups that the stylebooks criticize, simply because he will be more vigilant about relevance. Heres an analogy: In driving school, students are told to keep their eyes focused not close up but far ahead; if they do, they learn, the car will automatically stay steady on the pavement right in front of their bumper.

A word about organization. The Elements of Story grew by accretion. Beginning in 2003, as I was editing stories week by week, I would encounter the good, the bad and the ugly, and I would sketch each misstep or smart maneuver. Those sketches soon numbered 50, and they each grew into a full-fledged principle, and those 50 principles divided easily into the seven large sectionsA Human Face, Artfulnessthat constitute the framework of the book.

The take-away point is that The Elements of Story grew organically from the In Box of a working editor, and this provenance is my main argument for its empirical validity. Line-by-line problems of style are indisputably common in the world of nonfiction writing, and the how-to literature about these problems is abundant and helpful. But, judging from my not-atypical editing experience, problems of story are equally common, and usually more complicated, yet the literature about them is sparse. This is a real mismatch, and my book addresses it.

A few disclaimers. No book is wholly original, especially a writing book; many of these ideas have been expressed elsewhere. Second, I am not an academically trained rhetorician; for such experts, some of my rules may seem obvious or oddly labeled. Third, this book is about composition; it largely assumes a writer has done his basic research and has a basic writing plan. Fourth, my writing rules, like anyones, are colored by my experience; I have less to say about character development, a crucial topic for novelists, than I do about leads, a central issue for journalists.

Moreover, readers should be skeptical of this, and of any, writing book. Besides the abiding mystery of whether good writers are born or made, there are plenty of competing cures out there for the prose-needy. Colette found it helpful to pick fleas off her cat before writing, and Kerouac wrote the first draft of On the Road in a single typed sheet, 120 feet long. Maybe those weirdnesses made all the difference!

A technical note: Sometimes in this book, I quote from real, published stories and then invent an alternative to the published version to make a point. Other times, I sketch wholly imaginary articles, many but not all inspired by subjects that have been addressed in the City Section.

Finally, Ive tried to quote pithily, to illustrate briefly, to get swiftly to the chase. As Strunk and White said, Omit Needless Words!









Part I

A HUMAN FACE


Every story, even the driest, has a human face. Draw it well and put it on display, for to readers it is a mirror and a magnet.























THE CADILLAC MAN

The Sunday Business Section of the Times deals only with business, the economy and personal finance, which makes its Op-Ed page the province of fairly arid subjects. During my years as the editor of that page in the early 90s, its top five topics would probably have been downsizing, re-engineering, emerging markets, the federal deficit and global business transparency (dont ask). Pretty abstract stuff, but the upside of this abstruse field was this: If a writer or editor learned to put a human face on a piece about the federal deficit, he learned to put it on anything.

That is what happened to me. One of the other big business stories of those days, the decline of brands, is a good illustration of my experience:

Cowed by the recession of the early 90s, Americans grew reluctant to fork over extra cash just for the privilege of buying a product with a brand name. Business executives reacted fast, slashing prices on their big brands and offering cheap, no-frills, brandless products as well. The upshot was that brands, long cherished in corporate boardrooms as money in the bank, became much less lucrative.

In July 1993, I wrote a column about this business story:



When I heard that brands were dead or dying, I thought about the Cadillac Man. His name was Steve Saccardo, and he lived across the street from us in our Long Island town. He worked in a gas station, kept an immaculate lawn, and achieved some local notoriety one Thanksgiving when a cooked turkey came flying out an unopened window of his house.

But mostly he was the Cadillac Man. Every year or two hed buy a new Cadillac, usually a dark color. The practice caused the expected notice in a town where Chevys and Fords were the norm.

Mr. Saccardo didnt say much about his Cadillac, but I suspect that when he swung onto the Meadowbrook Parkway he became in his minds eye whatever it was he most aspired to be. And, on the anonymous road, with only his car to go by, other travelers probably saw him the same way: Cadillac Man.

To corporations, of course, brands (including car models) are bottom-line tools, devised to segment the market and reduce the elasticity of demand. Theyve done these things well, but now theyre faltering. Sharp-eyed shoppers are grabbing generic shampoo in utilitarian packages. Procter & Gamble, the temple of Crest and other premium brands, is slashing its work force. Philip Morris and RJR Nabisco are slashing cigarette prices.

All this reminded me of Mr. Saccardo. Brands may be corporate gravy and sure they cost more, but they also have their uses. Its something the sharp-eyed shoppers should keep in mind.

Brands let you define yourself, for instance. In college, I smoked Old Golds for a time. This meant that I was not an alienated brooder (Camels) or a salon intellectual (Gauloise) or a cowboy wannabe (Marlboros). What I was I dont know, but brands let me say what I wasnt.

Snobs love costly brands, of course, but so do people with more worthwhile purposes. I know a woman whos had tough times. Money has sometimes been tight, but she has always used only Chanel perfume. This lone luxury helps soften the hard edges of her life. Its brand-as-therapy.

I dont think that Wal-Mart Econo-Size Valu-Pak Perfume would satisfy this human need.

Brands also bring memories. I remember the Charles Chips man delivering his big tan tins of potato chips to our house, and the smell of oil and salt and potato when my sisters and I pried the cover off. I eat them to this day, even though the tins and the delivery man are long gone. My wife recalls fondly the taste of Ipana toothpaste (Brusha, brusha, brusha! New Ipana toothpaste!), and I recall, less fondly, the awful smell of that Toni hair goo (Which twin has the Toni?) that my sisters used. I also remember that candy powder from the 60s (Lick em Aid?), and how it turned your tongue parentally alarming colors.

With no jingles or jazzy packages, plain products have no such hold on memory. Who would remember Wonder Bread if not for the name and the package with the cheery-colored circles? And, anyway, what exactly were the 12 ways it built strong bodies?

But brands dont confer just spot memories. They mark the broad contours of a life. My own Entenmann Chocolate Donut Period comes to mind.

But brands are practical too. They impose quality control. Take Sergeant Fury and his Howling Commandos. Like other kids in the 60s, I avidly read World War II comic books. Some lured you with lots of action on the cover, but inside the colors were pale, the plots desultory. Not Sergeant Fury. He gave you gore and glory on every page.

So it is with brands. A candy lover may pay more for Mounds, but he or she knows exactly whats inside the crinkly red and white paper, sitting on that dark brown cardboard skid with the folded-up sides.

Brands do more than forestall unpleasant surprises, though. In time, they transcend themselves. Consider the Klondike Bar, a satisfying square of ice cream wrapped in silver foil stamped with a picture of a polar bear. Eat enough of them through the years on sweltering summer days, and soon, for you, they are coolness itself. Youve thought about them so much in the dog days of August that you can taste them even when you dont have any.

Then, eventually, when you do eat one, it tastes on your tongue much as it did in your mind. Its hard to tell the difference. This is the summit of brands: the place where hope and reality mix, where a pumper of gas can become a Cadillac Man.



This column is no Magna Carta, but it did what I wanted it to do. It spoke of the comforting indulgence that brands can bring in hard times. It underlined the link between brands and memory, and between brands and nostalgia. And it explored the way people use brands to say who they are, or who they want to be.

In other words, the column put a human cast on a bloodless topica central skill for the writer, because people are the prism through which readers love to view the world. That skill is the subject of this section.








Chapter 1

Shivers on Wall Street

Every story has a human element.



WHATEVER YOUR SUBJECT, give it a human face if you can. Imagine a story about people who had enough money to invest in the American stock market in 1996, but, for various reasons, did not. Maybe they believed real estate was a better deal. Maybe they wanted to bet on bonds. Or maybe they thought overseas stock markets were the place to be.

But they were wrong. Nineteen ninety-six was a banner year on Wall Street, with the Dow Jones industrial average rising 26 percent.

A Times article about these unfortunates appeared in the business pages, and necessarily explored many technical subjects that readers expect to see in that part of the paperthe reasons for the large gain, comparisons to past years, the investors mistaken theories, and the prospect that their ideas, dry holes in 1996, might strike oil in 1997.

Sounds dull. Sure, you say, this article may be useful to investors, but it hardly seems gripping.


Can it be both?

The answer is yes. There is an emotional center to this story. People who miss out on a good thing are prey to regret, anger and jealousy. Such feelings, in fact, were the original inspiration for the article.

For that reason, I wrote a lead that went like this:


They are on the outside looking in, noses pressed against the glass, stamping their feet in the chill, watching the festivities within.

Yep, thats right. These are investors who did not attend the Wall Street Revels of 1996. Stocks may have soared and portfolios may have swelled, but these people made less money than the overall market would suggest, or maybe none at all.



This lead displays for the reader the emotions of those left out in the cold. You can elect to write about made-up people, as this lead does, or about real ones, but do not ignore the human side. If you do, your tale will be ho-hum, like this hypothetical lead to the same story:


Nineteen ninety-six was a banner year for the stock market, with the Dow Jones industrial average rising 26 percent and the shares of many individual enterprises soaring far higher. But some investors, for various reasons, chose not to participate in the market that year.


Boring! Even in significantly technical articles like this investing story, maybe especially in such stories, always fleck at the human feelings in play. As the late Jack Cappon of the Associated Press put it, The tight housing market is also an old lady evicted with her four cats.








Chapter 2

Burrito Heaven Blues

Talking heads are just heads. Find a whole person to tell your story.



THE NEW YORK City Council is mulling a bill to give residential parking stickers to the people who live in Brooklyn Heights, a neighborhood near Wall Street with far too many cars. The reason it is so congested? Many nonresidents park their cars there and then hop the subway to their financial jobs, so they can avoid driving into tiny, traffic-packed Manhattan. If the Council enacts the bill, only Brooklyn Heights residents will be authorized to park on local streets; all othersincluding those pesky nonresident commuterswill be slapped with a pricey ticket.

The bill is big news because in New York, where parking spaces are as scarce as gridlock in Green Bay, any parking news is big news. Moreover, although resident-only parking may be common elsewhere in the country, it is rare in New York City.

A writer sets to work on the story. He consults city transportation experts, who describe the parking squeeze in Brooklyn Heights. He interviews the sponsoring politician, who explains the penalties for violation and other legislative details of the bill. The writer also talks to Brooklyn officials, who tell him about the long-running face-off between the residents of Brooklyn Heights and the nonresident commuters.

Fine. But the writer knows that, even with all these interviews, his job is only half done. For he has spoken to no drivers yet. He has plenty of information from experts and officials, but none from the people who actually park, or try to park, in Brooklyn Heights. These are the actors, the real folks involved. So he proceeds to roam the local streets and eventually finds one such person, a Brooklyn Heights mother, as she trawls for a parking spot near her home. The writer is invited to ride along, and the scene he witnesses is vivid:


The cars crowdedtheres a mewling baby, a full load of groceries and a bunch of kids antsy from being school-bound all day. A spot opens up, butShoot! A teenager in a Mini Cooper zips right in. They are two blocks, three blocks, four blocks from home. As the search continues, tensions rise. Theres The Border Dispute in the Back Seat (Shes on my side), The Mysterious Frito Explosion, The Secret of the Cul-de-Sac (Sometimes theres a spot down this little street.). Theres Mommy the Profane (*!%$&*!), The Little Lookouts (Mom! Over there!), and The Dashed Hope (Um, isnt that a fire hydrant, Ma?)


With this scene captured in his notebook, the writer can create a richer story than one that hangs just on issue-parsing interviews with talking heads. Indeed, without the folks whose fate is on the line, this tale has no real juice.

True, it is not as easy to interview a real person as it is to interview an official, but the gains are too great not to try.


Getting an actor acting is best. A reasonable second best is to get an actor talking. In other words, a ride-along with the harried mother is ideal, but interviewing her the next day about that Race for a Space is also good. If neither of those routes works, a third option is an interview with the mothers neighbor, who learned all about the mothers exasperating search in a subsequent chat with her on the stoop. Fourth, the writer can stand at the curb and watch and describe the complex and dogged choreography of cars, as horns wail and brakes screech and drivers pound the dash. Last and usually least, a writer can make it up, as I did in the last chapter, when I transformed Wall Street investors into shivering waifs.

But however you do it, put actors and not just talkers in your story. To report on a tuition rise at Harrumph College, by all means talk to the administrators, the economists and the student leaders. But also find the ordinary sophomore who works 15 hours a week at Burrito Heaven. Sit in the restaurant kitchen as he washes the lettuce, and ask him how many more heads hell have to shred in order to pay for college.









Chapter 3

White Knuckles

Emotions are abstract, and describing them is hard. But the writer must try, for an article without emotion is like a sun-bleached shirt.



ALL I KNOW is, I want my baby back, said the young mother, twisting her ring as she spoke about her vanished 3-year-old.

Nothing says anxious better than twisting her ring. Yet, even in a story with such high emotion as one about a missing child, many writers fail to portray the feelings involved. Odds are, for example, that a report about the closing of a mom-and-pop store after 25 or 50 years will fail to capture the wistfulness, or sense of accomplishment, or fear, of the mom and the pop as they walk away from a lifetimes work.

A story should be dry-eyed, of course. It should not be like some hysterical bad opera. But too many stories are bloodless and bland, with the human emotion washed out.

Why do writers tamp down the human side? For one, they may be in a rush to set forth the facts and issues that frame a story, andno argument herethose elements are vital and space for a story is always short. For another, emotions are harder to describe than facts; a teacher on strike may be quick to say that she is paid only 78 percent of what teachers in nearby Boston get, but she may find it much more difficult to express how bitter and slighted this fact makes her feel. The writer, in turn, may himself feel fretful in dealing with so fuzzy a topic; there is no handy numberlike 78 percentto describe feeling hurt.

But these difficulties are no excuse. For writers, suppression of emotion is a high crime. If facts are the skeleton of a story, emotion is its heart. And people are emotional about everything. Salsa recipes. Fountain pens. The metric system. Nothing is so trivial or technical that somebody wont get dreamy-eyed about it, or red in the face.

When writers do recognize emotion, they sometimes just toss off the usual abstract adjectivesworried, angry, delighted. Often, these words are too vagueupset can mean frustrated, disappointed, anxious, defeated or indignant. Also, although these words are fine to use when a mood is a minor theme, or when they support a more vivid description, avoid them in saying something important. They pallidly tell rather than colorfully show.

Describing common body languagewhite knuckles, set jaw, drumming fingers, arched eyebrows, clenched fist, downcast eyesis one way to show rather than tell, but beware of these stock reactions. Better are fresh and individualized signs of emotiona self-conscious teen frequently touching a persistent pimple, or a hectored wife darting anxious glances at her husband as she speaks. If such telling gestures arent there, turn to simile and metaphor. I read once of someone so happy that he wanted to bite his toes, and of a teenager so thrilled he wanted to throw his sneakers over a building. Who can read those words and not smile? Who doesnt get it when a teenager in a Junot Diaz novel speaks of a crazy feeling that takes hold of me the way blood seizes cotton?


Consider that New York City plan discussed earlier: to issue parking stickers to residents of a congested Brooklyn neighborhood. The goal is to stop nonresident commuters from parking cars there and crowding the residents out. Here are some ways to convey one residents frustration to the reader:



QUOTATION These cars are bumper to bumper in front of my house every day, she said. I cant even squeeze my bike into the street between them. Its like my house isnt my home.



BODY LANGUAGE Should commuters be allowed to park in the neighborhood? No. Way. she answered resolutely, like a judge pronouncing sentence.



ACTION Look at this, she said, picking up a crumpled coffee cup from her front yard and flinging it into the street. A gift from a commuter.



SIMILE As a handful of workers strode down her street to their cars at days end, she stood and watched, stony-faced, like a stern librarian facing down some rowdy teens.



Good writing transports us. We can glide down the Danube, peer into the Grand Canyon, feast at a roadside restaurant in Provence. Readers are greedy for life; their own is not enough. But they dont just hanker to see what others see; they want to feel what others feel. That journey is internal and invisible, but to readers it may be the most transporting trip of all. To spend some time in another persons headwhat trip is bigger than that?

Hanging around and watching are good ways to uncover these emotions. But so is asking questions. Ask, say, the mom-and-pop couple the kind of questions that open the emotional window: What will you miss most when you turn out the store lights for the last time? What will you miss least? What are you dreading the most as you turn this corner of life? Most looking forward to? Maybe Pop is ecstatic because he wont have to lug soda cases up from the cellar anymore, or dicker with the famously crabby Mrs. Frank. Or maybe hes crestfallenno more cute, candy-crazed kids pouring in after school.

Be patient as you inquire; remember that people dont talk in straight lines, especially about emotions. Ask your questions in different ways, and let your subjects meander in their answers, and you may be surprised where you both end up.








Chapter 4

The Man Who Glowed

Empathy is precious for the writer. If he is attuned to a subjects inner life, he can double the depth of his story.



HIS NAME WAS Martin, he was born in Peru in 1579, and he could perform wonders: cure the ill with a handshake, be in two places at the same time, glow when he prayed. But Martin was particularly famous for a compassion that he showered on everyone and everything. According to Sean Kelly and Rosemary Rogers, the authors of a book about saints, Martin even fretted over whether the rats at his friary had enough food.

Writers need not be celestially empathetic like Martin, who is more commonly known as St. Martin de Porres. After all, empathyturbocharged sympathyis hardly vital to an investigative piece about counterfeit Rolex watches. But empathy can enrich many stories.

The good news is that connecting with others is often automatic. As Natalie Angier wrote in the Times in 1995, Empathy allows one to sit in a movie theater and blubber over a death that never happened to a character who never lived; it keeps charities breathing, if somewhat wheezily; and it is the reason why, if you stand in the middle of a sidewalk with a map in hand, looking bewildered, someone is bound to ask if you are lost.

Of course, if flinching when someone bumps his head is naturalafter all, everybody has bumped his headit is not so easy to identify with another person when the circumstances are unfamiliar. Yet the writer must always try. To do his craft well, a white, middle-aged, native-born writer must be able to slip on the shoes of an elderly Hasidic Jew, or of an embittered black man, or of a performance artist with gelled foot-high hair.

Many writers are game for these long-distance journeys, traveling far from their roots. Adrian Nicole LeBlanc, daughter of a union organizer and a drug counselor in Massachusetts, wrote a book, Random Family, about poverty, drugs and crime among New Yorks Latinos. Ted Conover, son of a Navy pilot, wrote about hoboes in Rolling Nowhere. And Barbara Ehrenreich, author of books on social issues and the holder of a Ph.D. in cell biology, portrayed the lives of the working poor in Nickel and Dimed.

All three strove for as much empathy as they could get across these great divides. LeBlanc spent a decade visiting her young New Yorkers. Conover rode the rails just like his hoboes. Ehrenreich took the same menial jobscleaning, waitressingas her blue-collar subjects.

Sometimes, writers in search of empathy resort to masquerade. In the 1961 classic Black Like Me, a white man named John Howard Griffin disguised himself as a black man and wrote up his experiences; in Self-Made Man, a woman named Norah Vincent dressed up like a man and did the same. The goal of such efforts is both to taste what life is like in such a disguisehow others perceive and treat the disguised youand to see how others behave when a person like the real you is absent. How do men talk about women when there are no (apparent) women there? There is a whole shelfs worth of unwritten masked books just waiting for an adventurous, empathy-seeking author: Veiled Like Me, Blind Like Me, Gay Like Me.

Fiction writers go to equally great lengths as these immersion writers, if only in their heads. When I wrote Beloved, I thought about it for three years, the Nobel Prize winner Toni Morrison told the Times about one of her novels. It took me three more years to write it. But those other three years I was still at work, though I hadnt put a word down. Much of that time was spent becoming, empathizing with, her characters.

Even without such heroics, writers always need to sit where their subjects sit and ask, without impatience, How does the world look from over here? What would be important? What would I worry about?

A writer attuned to a subjects inner life can double the depth of his article. In one such story, the subject was a Russian immigrant who spoke no English when he came to the United States at age 18, but somehow managed a few years later to get the highest score in the nation on the C.P.A. exama test so hard that only 12 percent of candidates pass it on their first try.

In a 1995 Times article about this man, writer J. Peder Zane naturally sought the details of his striking accomplishment (What was your score on the C.P.A. test? How long have you been interested in numbers? Are there mathematicians in your family?). But he also went further, learning that his subject, Vitaly Sorkin, was raised amid the chaos of dying Communist Russia, with its rampant crime and economic woes. Zane pursued the topic until he got Sorkin to reveal the link between his mathematics and his inner life: As a student there I was drawn to math because it was logic and order, he said. It was a rational realm in a world without reason.

This psychological revelation opens up whole new vistas of Sorkins life, far beyond those uncovered by the usual factual questions. Not every subject will be as talented as Sorkin in expressing his Inner Accountant, of course, but if the writer bags this game, the gain is great. Suddenly, for the reader, the tale of Sorkin blossoms from something classic but predictablehard-working immigrant overcomes stupendous oddsto a three-dimensional portrait of a particular hard-working immigrant for whom the chosen profession also furnishes a specific psychological comfort. Numbers robot becomes flesh and blood.

It is often the surface facts, the wow part of a person, that draws a writer to a subject. The funny thing, though, is that a story about a striking achievement, like the accountants, keeps reader and subject at a distance. After all, who can relate to such superhuman accomplishments? But uncover an inner truth about the subjecthis yearning for stability in a climate of chaos, sayand the reader nods his head in sympathy. The distance shrinks.

Moreover, the reader will be as interested in these emotionsfury, glee, smugness, guilt, whateveras she will be in the persons world-class whitewater rafting skills, or in his breathtaking score on the accounting exam.

Good writers try to get beneath the skin of bad guys, too. Shakespeares Shylock is not rootlessly evil; his malice stems from his own victimization as an outcast. A villain drawn by a savvy writer will leave readers not just saying Bad dude, but Bad dudeyet I see where hes coming from. After all, were all guilty with an explanation.

Empathy can work for writers defensively, too, as a way to stay wary. The empathetic writer knows that, whatever the facts, an entrepreneur may want to paint only the rosiest picture of her venture. That means the writer will pry hard to get the downside of the entrepreneurs business, and will triple-check her assertions of the upside.


Sometimes, defensive empathy will help a writer spot a self-interest that is not as patent as the entrepreneurs, such as the tendency of a detective to magnify the investigative difficulties in a murder that he hasnt been able to solve.

We all have hidden financial, ideological and emotional agendassometimes even hidden from ourselves. To uncover them, empathy is the journalists dowsing tool.
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