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Last month in ,,The Writer's Craft," you tearned
that toengage the reader, awritermay createthe im_plession that something in the world of the story is
slightly amiss. Being aware ofsuch subue suspense
can insrantly pull the sawy reaoer deep into rhe story.
Bui while making Lhese long range ptans, the writer
must also figure out something far more pressrng rn
orderto get the story undeMay:..How do lset up my
story? How can tget the pieces assembled? Howca;
I establjsh basic identities for my characters? Who
are Jhe people? Where do they tive? What do they
do? To so,ve these ||ksome problems. mosL writers,
instead of making a statement hom the outside, f ind
a way to let the basics flow from within. They often
accomplish this feat in the most ingeniously obvious
ways: by using letters, press clippings, or even mjr_
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rors. This dimension ofwrit ing mighi seem tr ivial,  but
it's essential. lt may seem easy, but try it sometime.
I\4ore than a few would-be writers observe, ,,1 never
knew howdifficult itwould be to get everything start-
ed up."

Updike ls Rich-in Detait
A struggling writer seems io take forever to get a

story goingL while a great one, like John Updike, can
set the stage without oureven.knowing it. Here,s how
Updike does it in Aabbli /s Ricr..

Running our of gas. Babbit AngsLrom thinks as heslands behird the summeFdusty windows of theSpringer Motor oisptay roorq watahing the lraflic go
by on Route 11t. lratiic somehow thin ano acared
compared towhat it used io be. The ,.. wortd is run,ning out of gas. But they won't catch him, not yet,
because.ihere isn't a piece of junk on the road geis
bette. mileage than his Toyotas, with tower servrcecosts. Bead Consumel Reportq Apritissue.That satlhe has to tell people when iheycome in. And come iolheydo. lhe peopte our lherc are gerting frantic. theyknow rhe qreat American ride is endind
Instead oftelling us about Rabbit, tpdike rets Rab-

bit tell us about himsetf. White Rabbit privatety gloais
over his good fortune, we gather in a few essentials:
Name? RabbitAngstrom
Job? Toyota d€jale. at Springer Motors
Season of the yean Summer
Wodd situation? A fuel crisis
Babbit's reaction? Terrif ic!
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Why? He sells lots of Toyotas.
His new sales pitch? Consumer Repofts

Later inthe same paragraph, we find out that Rab-
bit lives in Pennsylvaniaand thattheyearis 1979.We
also lean that

A hundred twelve units new and used moved in the
Ji.stfive months of 1979, wilh €ight Corollas, five CoF
onas jncluding a Luxury Edition Wagon, and that
Celica, , . unloaded in these fiat three weeks oiJune

Corollas, Coronas, and Celicas, of course, were real
car models. And the fuel crisis was a real event that
did take place in 1979. Pennsylvania is a real state.
Rabbit may be a fictional character, but Updike has
selected a real background for him, one thal mal(es
Rabbit's identity more accessible because Updike
can rely on our knowledge ot recent histor,.

John Updike
Agatha Christie
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To let us know about Rabbit's
past, Updike uses anoiher device.
On the way back lo his office from the
f ront window, Rabbit must walk by cars,
desks. Salesmen, and customels. But it is
only what surrounds Rabbit's office door that
interests Updike:

Thewallol imitation boards, really sheets oi random_
orooved lvlasonite. around the door into his oifice is
iung with framed old clippings.and team portraits, in_
cluding twoalfcounlytens, irom hisdaysas a basket_
ball hero lwenty years ago-no, more fian twenly

The clippings are asharp piece of realism, one that
helps us picture Springer Molors. But this image is
even more usiiful because it carries asignificant clue
to Rabbit's past and character. Updike has found a
way to show r/s that Rabbit had been a high school
basketball star. Updike plants this clue so thal we
can make the discovery for ourselves. Knowing ihis
about the young Rabbli Angstrom helps us to under-
stand the olderone.We know, too, thatthe 1979 Rab-
bit clings to memoies.

ln Babbit rs Ricr, Uodike creates a world in which
we can irilmediately grasp lhe overall siiuation- While
he makes us work to piecetogetherthesignificant in_
formation about Flabbit, he does not hide anything
from us,

ln The Poorhouse Fai, using both dialogue and in"
teriormonologue, Updikeonceagain fi'ls us in' but he
delays the clues so that it takes us a while to figure
out who the p€ople are, where they are, and what
they're doing. Ihe Poortouse Fair starts off with two
men, Hookand Gregg, discovering that someone has
"fixed a meial tab" on each of the chairs that "lined
the men's porch." An angered Gregg regards these
name tags as the "birdbrain scheme" of someone
named Crnner. -ls he putting tagson us so we can be
trucked off to the slaughterhouse?" But who is this
Conne? And who are Hook and Gregg? And where
are they?We can picture two fealureless men scowl_
ing down at wicker chairs on a porch somewhere'
Nothing more.

Then, by mixing dialogue with the thoughts of
Hook, Updike gradually answers our questions: The
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Hambofough Close,
Hamborcugh St.lvary,

Stationi Whimperley
Telegrams: Haborough St. John

Dear Sir,

chairs line the porch ofa home fortheaged. Hook is
ninety-four while Gregg is "just sevenly." Updike
could tell us this right away, but he chooses not to.
He could tell us directly. but he doesn t. He gives us
the satisfaction of discovering something for
ourselves,

Agatha Chdstie's Mysterious Techniques
lvlystery writers, just like other novelists, must

smuggle in the essentials. And few smuggle better
than Agatha Chrislie. She, quite naturally, wants to
gei into the story quickly, because ultimately "Who
done it?" is what really matters. Yet,like Updike, she
must individualize her people and places. To do this,
she uses many differenl gadgets.

ln Dead Man's Mirrcr, Christie uses a letter and a
reference book. Early on, we flnd Hercule Poirot, her

A maiter has arisen which requkes handling with
great delicacy and discretion, I have heard good ac-
counls of vou and hav€ decided lo entrust lhe matter
to vou, l have reason io believethat lam the victim of
fraud. but fortamilv reasons ldo not wishtocallin the
police. l am taking certain moasures ot my own to deal
wiih the business, but you must be prepared to come
down here immediately on receipl oJ a telegram, I
should be obljged ifyou will not answerihis letlet

Yours faithfully,
Getuase Chevenix-Gore

ln addition to unfurling the plot, this simple letter in'
troduces characters. Those of us who have never
heard of Poirot can inferfrom the reference to "good
accounts" that he must be a detective of some re
nown- And we can surmise thatthe letteawriter must
be from a family of some standing, ior he shuns the
publicity that comes about by calling in the police.

To find out more about Gervase Chevenix_Gore,
Poirot reaches for a "large, fat book" stuffed with
facts about the rich and the prominent. Gewase
Chevenix, Poirot reads, descended from a disiin_
guished family, compiled a distinguished military
record, and earned a distinguished education. He
likes to travel and hunt big game- All this we learn
while looking over Poirot's shoulder. Agatha Christie
is nowhete to be seen.

Sometimes it is the setting, even more than the
characters, that Chrislie must quickly establish. In
And Then Therc Were Nore, she uses anotherdevice
to acquaint us with lndian lsland, the setting formost
of this famous thriller. To provide a minihistory,
Christie sticks us in the mind oitheveryfirst charac_
ter we meet, a train passenger named lvlr. JLlstice
Wargrave, a man with powerful memory:

He went ovea in his miFd all that had apDeared in
the Daoers about lndaan lsland. There had been its
orig inal purchase by an American millionaire who was
cnzy about yachting*and an account ol the lux-
urious modern house he had built on this little island
olfthe Devon coast, The unfortunate fact thatlhe new
third wileoflheAmerican millionairewas a bad sailor
had leclio the subsequent pulting up otthehouseand

After the sale, Wargrave continues to recall, rumors
flew as to who actually owned the place. Was it
owned by "a Mr. Owen"? By a Hollywood film star
named GabrielleTurl?Was it an "abode tor Royalty"?
Was it owned by the Admiralty for "hush-hush experi-
ments"? Whatever the ultimate iruth. "lndian lsland
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Then, having been given an ovetuiew of this place,
we find out why Mr. Justice Wargrave happens to be
thinking about lndian ls land.

From his pocket lvlr, Justice Wargrave drew out atette.. The handwriring was practrcat.y ittegibte but
words hereand ihere stood outwilh unexpected clari.
ly, Dearcst Lawrcnce., .such years since I head
atrything ol you . . - nust came to lndkn Istand . . . the
most enchanting place, ..sonuchtotalkovet, . ,old
days. . . communion with Naturc-. -bask in sun
shine. - - 12:40 lrcn Paddington. . . meet you at Oak-
bridgc.. -

The letter was signed by Lady Constance Culming-
ton. Mr. Wargrave had not seen her foa seven oreight
years, since she had left for ltaly. He recalls that she
had traveled extensively to live with "Nature." She
was, he concluded, "exactly the sorl of woman who
woald buy an island and surround herself with mys
tery."

A few paragraphs later, Christie returns to a tamil-
iar device. In the "third.class carriage" of the same
train, a younc woman named Vera Claythorne re-
reads a letter informing herthat she has been hired to
perform secretarial work at Indian Island. Like Mr.
Justice Wargrave, whom shd has never met, Vera is
to be "met at Oakbridge station." But LadyCulming-
ton is not ment;oned;Vera isto be employed bya Una
Nancy Owen. Thus the readersees that something is
nol right. Christie allows us to know more than the
characters;yei we come by this knowledge by bring-
ing togelher information that they provide.

ln Elephants Can Remember Christie uses a mir-
rorto bring the reader in touch with certain essential
facts. Flather than telling us direclly about a cenarn
Mrs. OIiver, Christie gives insight into herby reporting
what she sees and thinks when she looks at herown
reflection.

Thetrouble with M.s.Oliverwas-and she admitted it
ireely that her slyles ol haidressing werc always
being changed. She had ti€d almost.eveMhing in
turn.

After learning thisquirkof Mrs. Olive/s, we see her in
conversation with herservant, and this chat produces
signjficant information. Through it we learn that Mrs.
Oliver is going to a luncheon to give a talk before the" Famous writers of 1 973-orwhatever year it is we've
goi to now. What does lvlrs. Oliverdo? Shesamvs-
tery writer. How good is she? She's famoits. With
these facts established, the story is ready to unfold.

Whatever Kind of Writing You Do. .
What can a high school writer of nonfiction learn

from John updike and AgathaChristie? What differ-
ence does it make thatthey know howto sneak in vi-
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tal information so the reader can make important dis-
coveries? One answer might be "no difference," for
your job as an essayist is to make clear statements,
not to challenge the reader

Or ls thai your job? Even in the most straightfor-
ward paper, whether writing about a literary figure oa
about a historical issue, you cannot include every-
thing. Thus, you must search for ways to make your
reader see ihe big picture. When you are arguing a
point, shouldn't you r evjdence speaktor itself? Don't
you want your aeaders, independently, to draw the
same conclusions that you have drawn?

Also, as a wriler, you should note the economy of
language that LJpdike and Chrislie display in setting
up their stories. lf you are economical with money,
you get Lhe most ouL of your cash. l'you are econorii.
calas awriter, you getthe most out ofyourwords. For
Christ ie, a letteris moaethan a prop;it  is avehiclefor
introducing chaaacter. For Updike, a clipping on the
wall is more than a realistic detail; it is a clue into a
chalactels past.

And, for you. an introductory paragraph in an ex-
pository papercan be moae than simply an introduc'
tion;itcan attract attention, set atone, and establish
a relationship with the reader.Instead of simplymak-
ing a topic sentence point the way, why not make
sure il acts as a bridge between paragraphs? And
rather than considering only the meaning of your
words, why not select them with sound andeconomy
in mind?

Further, if you do write fiction, the relevance of
Chrislie and Updike is obvious. You can see thatyou
share with lhese great writers the problem of settjng
thestage.
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Write Away
l. W te an opening paragraph in which you describe
someone's clothes closet in such awaythalwe know
not only the person's public self(profession, hobbies,
and appearance, for example), but also his or her
daeams and fears.
ll. Apply the same strategy to describe an individual's
car, backyard, contents of pocket, deskdrawer, safe
ty deposit box, hands, and anything else that might
reveal a personality.
lll- Conskuct an imaginary disagreement between
two contrasting individuals- Considersports, politics,
ortelevision as possible subjects. As i'ou writethedi-
alogue, find ways for the characters to reveal their
general backgrounds. By the end of the debate, we
should know a lot moaeaboutthese peoplethanthey
intended to reveal-
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