 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #16 - Finding Your Own Unique Voice
“I don’t think it is possible to give tips for finding one’s voice; it’s one of those things for which there aren’t really any tricks or shortcuts, or even any advice that necessarily translates from writer to writer.  All I can tell you is to write as much as possible.” ~ Poppy Z. Brite

Ask any editor what she’s looking for in a new writer, and she’ll say, “Someone with a fresh and unique voice.”  I can hear you sighing now.  Sure, we’d all love to have a fresh, unique voice, but what exactly is voice, anyway?

James N. Frey, in HOW TO WRITE A DAMN GOOD NOVEL II, says voice is the “who” that tells the tale, and he goes on to explain why the “who” isn’t you.  He says the voice is the persona you assume when you sit down to write – an idealized projection of you as the narrator.  Frey adds that a strong narrative voice creates a feeling in the reader that the writer knows what he or she is talking about.  It creates trust.  It lets the reader relax the critical faculty and go with the flow of the words.  In non-fiction, a strong narrative voice is created by tone and a command of facts.  In fiction, a strong narrative voice is created by tone and a command of detail.

I would go farther and say that, for me, the best “voice” lets me forget I am a writer and lets me enjoy being a reader.  When I become lost in a book, I can almost guarantee you the author has a compelling narrative voice. A voice so strong that I come to believe I know the author, that I understand who she is down deep. 
There are authors whose voices are so distinct and so true to themselves, that if something from one of their books was read aloud, I’d know it had been written by that author, even if I hadn’t been told ahead of time.

Janet Evanovich is a perfect case in point.  Most of you are probably familiar with her Stephanie Plum books – ONE FOR THE MONEY, TWO FOR THE SHOW, etc.  The voice in those books is sassy, smart, funny, and very distinctive.  It’s what makes the books so good and the reason readers like them so much.  But Janet Evanovich didn’t develop that voice specifically to write the Stephanie Plum books.  The voice in those books is Janet’s voice, and she had it years ago when she was writing category romances for Bantam Loveswept.

This is the beginning of one of her old Loveswepts, SMITTEN.  Read this and see how her voice immediately draws you into the story, how it creates the mood and makes you feel that even if this is all you were ever told about Lizabeth, you already know everything important about her.

*****************************

When Lizabeth Kane was five years old she wanted to grow up to be a fairy.  She wanted skin that was as smooth and white as milkweed silk.  And she wanted hair that cascaded halfway down her back in a luxuriant cloud of waves and curls that shone a sunny yellow by day and silver when washed by the light of the moon.  She thought she’d wear a buttercup blossom when she needed a hat, and she’d go rafting on curled magnolia leaves.

At five Lizabeth understood that she was a human child and it would take some doing to shrink herself into fairy size, but she had confidence in falling stars and wishbones and birthday candles.  She knew that fairies were tiny creatures, no bigger than a man’s thumb, but it seemed to her that if a girl could grow up, then she could almost as easily grow down.

And if she could eventually grow breasts, then probably if she tried very hard, she could grow wings instead.  Almost all fairies had lovely gossamer wings, and Lizabeth wasn’t sure how comfortable that would be when she wanted to sleep on her back or lean against the gnarled trunk of an enchanted tree to daydream.  She supposed that would be part of the price she would pay for growing up to be a fairy.

In fact, that was about the only price exacted on an adult fairy, because for the most part, fairies did just as they pleased.  They weren’t stuffed into panty hose and sent off on a bus to earn a living staring at a computer screen.  They weren’t polite to incompetent employers for the sake of career advancement.  And they weren’t expected to prepare gourmet feasts for boring men who had only one thing on their minds . . . lasagna.

***************************************

I adored SMITTEN.  I laughed all the way through the book.  Recently, it was reissued, and if you’ve never read, I highly recommend it.

Barbara Samuel, who also wrote as Ruth Wind (and now writes women’s fiction as Barbara O’Neal) has also developed a distinct voice.  The following excerpt is from the Prologue of one of her RITA nominated novels, IN THE MIDNIGHT RAIN.

***************************************

Sometimes, when the wind was just right, she could hear the blues.

Once the rainy winter passed into spring, she liked to sit on her porch late at night, held in a kind of wonder beneath the moon and tall pines.  She rocked in a cane-bottomed chair, smelling the green and copper moisture coming off the water, and she listened, nodding in time as cicadas and crickets whistled their song to the night.  From the dark trees sometimes came the whirring, nearly silent beat of wings, followed by a swallowed screech of death, a sound not everyone could hear, but she did.  She heard everything.

What she liked best was hearing the blues.  The music sailed down the channel made by the river, ghostly guitar and haunted harmonica, even the hint of a man’s ragged voice.  It came from Hopkins’ juke joint, upriver a mile or two on the Louisiana side of the Sabine River, it spilled with yellow light and blue cigarette smoke into a forest as dark as sin, as warm as a lover’s mouth.  It floated toward her over the stillness hanging above the water.  Sometimes she imagined they were playing it just for her.

She’d close her eyes and let that music creep under her skin, seep into her bones.  She let a part of herself get up and dance while she rocked steady in her chair.  Every so often, she let that ghost of herself sing along while she silently nodded her head to the beat.  The slow, sex-like rhythm filled her with memories of a man’s low, dark laughter and a baby’s sweet cry; with the song of Sunday-morning church and the blaze of morning over the east Texas pines.

She rocked and danced, nodded and sang, and thought as long as she could die with the blues in her ears, everything would be all right.

*****************************************

See how Samuel, too, immediately creates a mood and draws you in with her rich, intimate, and lyrical voice?

My critique partner, Colleen Thompson, also has a strong, distinctive voice.  From the beginning of one of my favorite books of hers, HEAT LIGHTNING . . .

******************************************

Beneath the vapor lights past moonrise, all color is corrupted.  From the humid summer night sky to the paint of cars in a parking lot to the ski mask worn by the single sweating man there, nothing appears natural.  Nothing appears real.

But the man inside the ski mask doesn’t notice, absorbed as he is by the small, square SUV whose lights have just winked out.  His full attention is commanded by the slender figure emerging from the vehicle and by his own vise-like grip on the steel shopping cart he has maneuvered into prime position.

That focus is his gift, the blessing left to him in place of the fool’s burden of a conscience.  Tonight it serves him well – or would, except he fails to note the other vehicle that slips into the lot, its headlights dark despite the dim illumination.  The movement is peripheral, no more important than the stirring of hot breezes or the first pulse of distant thunder . . . .

Or the question of what color blood will gleam beneath these eerie lights.

*********************************************

Just from reading that short passage, we already know this will be a nail-biting, edge-of-your-seat story with dark themes and evocative imagery.  These are hallmarks of Thompson’s writing.  When a reader picks up one of her novels, that reader knows exactly what she’s going to get, just as she does with Barbara Samuel and Janet Evanovitch.

These authors don’t imitate anyone else.  They have established their own, unique voices.  All successful writers have developed a strong voice.  Jayne Ann Krentz tells us that in order to be successful, a writer must find her strength, then milk it for all it’s worth.  When she talks about strength, I think she means voice.

The wise writer, the one who wants to sell and keep selling, doesn’t monkey around with her voice.  If she naturally tends to write complex, emotional stuff like Barbara Delinsky, she doesn’t force herself to write snappy, sexy stuff just because that happens to be popular right then.  And if the reverse is true, if she has a natural bent for romantic comedy like Susan Elizabeth Phillips, she doesn’t allow herself to be lured into attempting a dark, angst-ridden tale.

OPTIONAL HOMEWORK: Share with the class an example of an author you admire who has a distinct and unique voice.

COMING NEXT: Lesson #17 – It’s All in the Details 
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