
How I Write
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Why: I write (and read) to vicariously live 
lots of lives. Many things make it excit-
ing, not the least of which is finding out 
what happens. I cannot outline, and my 
first draft feels like tossing a lifeline over 
the Grand Canyon, then hanging on for 
dear life. Plus, there’s the joy of trying to 
make something inside my head wind up 
inside someone else’s head. When it 
works—that’s true magic!

Routine: I write in a room filled with 
books, tchotchkes and family snapshots. 
Over the desk, a poster of Georgia 
O’Keeffe at 90, wrinkled and fierce, 
shames me out of my sloth. A chair has a 
heating pad on it as incentive for the cat 
to keep me company. For first drafts, 
four to five hours and a minimum of five 
pages and then my brain is fried. During 
revision, I work longer hours.

My ideal routine is: exercise, make 
tea, write five pages, have lunch, take 
care of e-mail, etc., then curl up with 
(somebody else’s) good book. Five days 
in a row. Real life almost never works out 
that way, but I keep hoping anyway.

  
 Developing ideas: Most books begin with 

something I can’t stop thinking about, a 

news item, gossip, social issue or histori-
cal fact that becomes the seed of a story.

 I think about who would be affected by 
that idea (its victim? its perpetrator?), 
who died and why, who killed that per-
son, and four people (future suspects) 
who for four other reasons wouldn’t 
mind that person dead. By finding a 
compelling reason for my sleuth to be 
involved, and having those four red her-
rings to track, plot evolves. 

Planting clues and playing fair: I don’t 
consciously think about clues. They 
emerge as I plod along—what might my 
sleuth notice, hear, understand that the 
police missed? Playing fair is having the 
reader know and see everything  my 
sleuth knows and sees, but not spelling 
the meaning out for them.

Revisions: When the draft’s done, I make a 
list of what and who is in each chapter, 
when and where it takes place, and what 
happens in it. I can check chronology, 
see where something’s missing, or where 
a story strand’s dangling.

While I was writing the first draft, I 
kept notes on anything that’ll need redo-
ing, rethinking or remembering, and at 

this point I work through [those] notes. 
Then it’s time to tighten sentences, try 
for more punch, cut out tellings where 
I’ve already shown, hone dialogue, etc.

When it’s as good as I can make it, I 
show it to people and incorporate their 
suggestions that seem on the mark, and 
off it goes to my agent and editor, who 
provide more input. Luckily, I enjoy 
shaping and polishing the material. It is, 
in a sense, the real writing.

Influences: Hundreds of writers influenced 
me... [But] I would most like to be influ-
enced by Charles Dickens because he 
seems in love with the infinite possibili-
ties of human behavior, his characters are 
unforgettable, he’s comic and tragic, 
satirical and serious, he cares about 
social issues and dramatizes them gor-
geously, and can he ever tell a story!

Advice: Read! Figure out what made books 
work or not work for you. Learn your 
craft. Write what you want to read—not 
what you think the market wants. Start 
something. Finish it. Enjoy yourself!

Interview by Janice Gable Bashman,         
a freelance writer in Dresher, Pa.

Gillian Roberts is a master at playing fair and keeping secrets. Her 
Anthony Award-winning Amanda Pepper mystery series and her 
Emma Howe mystery series prove her command of this skill. Rob-
erts believes mysteries are a contest between the reader and the 
sleuth, each trying to solve the puzzle first. The reader wants the 
sleuth to win but does not want to believe the sleuth won unfairly. 
To play fair, Roberts constructs her mysteries like a magician per-
forms magic. She plants clues and diverts the reader’s attention 
elsewhere, accomplishing this through various techniques, includ-
ing scattering pieces of a clue, making the clue what is missing in a 
scene rather than what is there, drawing attention to the wrong 
objects, burying clues, and hiding clues in plain sight. A former 
high school English teacher, Roberts lives in California. 

Credits: 16 mysteries, including All’s Well that Ends and What Doesn’t Kill You, 
and a guide to mystery writing, You Can Write a Mystery.
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