We have wa

MAKIN

s of

YOU

Interrogation techniques to help
unearth your characters’ stories

By Lois ]. Peterson

N “REAL LIFE, much of who
we are, how we behave, and
how we live arises from our
history, conditioning and
genetics. Take a moment to
mentally track the origin of
one of your own behaviors,
habits or preferences.

’ . My own “privacy issues”
relate to six years in close confines with
40 other girls at boarding school. When
[ was a teenager, a relative’s remark,
“My, you are a big girl,” affected my de
meanor for years. This information
might be useful were I a fictional char
acter in your story.

When we need a mother-in-law, a
best friend or a detective’s sidekick for
our work, we often push them onstage
knowing little about them. A few key
questions, however, can help your char
acters reveal behaviors and attitudes
that are a more natural result of their
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background than those you randomly
attribute to them.

Use the following three steps to help
transform them from “just” characters
to “real” people. In the process, you are
likely to unearth story elements that
help move your plot along and discover
details that allow you to engage (show)
the reader, rather than just instruct
(tell) them.

Perhaps you usually complete a long
character questionnaire without push-
ing for the whys and wherefores. If you
follow my process, though, you'll learn
more about your characters and un-
cover their stories as you go.

Bring in the first witness—
anyone you need to know
more about. Or, if you want to
. try this process to jump-start a
new piece of work, flip through a maga-

zine or newspaper and pick a face you

don't recognize to use as your subject.

Good interrogators don't settle for
the first answer, nor should you. Push
hard enough to discover the hows and
whys of your subject’s responses, but
don’t censor what emerges. Record the
information below without lifting your
pen from the page, or turn off the com-
puter monitor as you're writing so you
can’t edit what shows up on the screen,
or make lists of all the possibilities with
out using narrative.

State your full name. Get your sub-
ject to reveal her name. And its origin.
Few parents pull their children’s names
out of thin air. Most names reflect fam-
ily history, era or culture. By the time
you've determined that your character’s
name is Chelsea rather than Beryl,
you've already learned something about
her background that will serve the story.

Readers are less likely to find an
unusual name distracting if they know






