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Please provide a brief introduction, including your name, the
genre(s) you write in, previous work and where you are based.

Many thanks for the opportunity for this interview. My name is Frank (Skip)
Yetter, former journalist and retired US media executive. In 2010 my British
wife and I quit our jobs, sold our home and our possessions, and moved to
Cambodia to volunteer, travel, and write. We lived in Phnom Penh for four
years, consulting with local non-governmental organizations, learning the
Khmer language and developing a love and appreciation for the culture
which remains. Both writers, we contributed to regional publications and cowrote a book about our experiences called Just Go! Leave the Treadmill for a
World of Adventure. After leaving Cambodia in2014, we became part of an
international network of house sitters for five years, travelling from Europe
to Central and South America, Asia to New Zealand, looking after the homes
and pets of people on holiday.
As for my writing, I primarily work in fiction, having published two novels
(my second, A Reasonably Viable Marriage, was released in May 2020; my
first, Rilertown, was released in 2016). A foodie and aspiring chef, I also
wrote a cookbook (KISS Kooking) that captured many childhood recipes
along with those I learned through cooking classes and travel to different
countries. I obtained British residency in 2019, and my wife and I settled in
Eastbourne to be close to her family.

Which of your books / pieces of writing are you most proud
of, and why?

I am equally proud of both novels, as they are very different in scope
and tone, and reflect the contrasting elements of my life. Rilertown is a
murder mystery set in a small US city where the protagonist
(investigative reporter Jake Ketcher) cracks an unsolved murder. It’s
partially autobiographical, featuring stories I covered when working as a
newspaper reporter, and I wrote it to try and capture the essence of US
media when it was still independent, financially viable, and served the
public interest. One reviewer called it “an elegy for a dying industry,” and
I think that’s a fair assessment. A Reasonably Viable Marriage is based
on the writing and philosophies of my friend Nguyen Thua Nghiep, a
retired oil executive I met in a Saigon park in 2011. As his life drew to a
close, Nghiep wrote extensively about what mattered most to him:
family, friends, love, community, and my wife and I visited him often
while we lived in Cambodia, taking a six hour bus ride from Phnom Penh
to explore Saigon and spend time with him and his family. He passed
away on May 14, 2016 – four years to the day before I released the novel
– and the novel is dedicated to him.
During my years as a journalist I developed an appreciation for the
impact the printed word can have on communities. One of my beats as a
young reporter was covering courts – district, superior, and federal –
and that’s where I stumbled upon the unsolved murder that gave me the
idea for Rilertown. I also wrote an investigative series about a racist
district court judge, detailing the harsh sentences he doled out to people
of colour versus relatively lenient sentences for whites, and went behind
the scenes of a city under nightly curfew during race riots to talk to
members of the Hispanic community and represent their side of the
conflict. I think experiences like those left an impression of how difficult
it is for the underclasses in the United States, and, I think here, and
helped me develop a new level of empathy for their plight.

How long on average does it take you to write a book?

Both novels took nearly four years from inception to final draft, though I
followed very different processes for them. I wrote most of Rilertown
while we were house sitting outside of Florence. It was a beautiful stone
cottage owned by a British artist who was married to an Italian. She had
had a shaman “cleanse” the home before she opened her studio to help
make it a positive venue for creativity, she told us. Whether that’s
functionally true or not, I have never been as prolific, typically writing
2,500 to 3,000 words a day. I am an early riser, and I’d pound the
keyboard for three or so hours each day and then bring coffee to Gabi
and read the day’s entries to her. I wrote A Reasonably Viable Marriage
in fits and starts, probably crossing 20 or so countries, as we traveled
and completed one house sit after another. Sometimes I would work five
hours for consecutive days and then take two weeks off, since there were
many distractions from so many beautiful places we stayed around the
world.

What is the most difficult part of your artistic process?

Two facets: the opening, and the editing. I am a terribly undisciplined
writer, and I used different processes for each novel. Some authors begin
with an outline or other framework, while others simply dive in and let
the story take them where it will. With my latest, I stopped after the
second or third draft and made myself chart the chapters—
brief synopses of the plot—so I could get my bearings and improve the
story arc. After four or five drafts, which I alternatively read on-screen
and in hard copies (I once heard an interview with Gay Talese, who
would read pages of final drafts taped on the wall using binoculars to
give him a slower, different perspective on the words he’d chosen), I’d
grown so weary of the manuscript that I took a few weeks away from it
so I could regain my focus.
I wrote dozens of opening options for both books, and at one point in a
final draft of Viable Marriage I forced myself to “speed write” a half
dozen different approaches to try to find the right one. Typically, I
discarded them all.

Editing is the castor oil of writing. It may be good for you, but it’s
incredibly distasteful. It also provides some of the funniest experiences of
being a writer, too. I cannot estimate how many times I had what I
thought was a brilliant addition for the chapter I was working on, only to
read precisely that same idea several paragraphs later.
There’s also the specter of procrastination, which is the unfortunate
Achilles Heel of most writers I know.
As a deadline-oriented journalist, I was trained on the “write it right, write
it tight, but mostly write it tonight” maxim, so I’ve been happy to give
myself whatever latitude I need in the creative process to write my novels.

What was your hardest scene to write?

There were two in A Reasonably Viable Marriage. So as not to spoil the
moment, I’ll refer to the first as the biggest trauma Ben and Brenda (the
co-protagonists) faced together, which is every parent’s worst nightmare. I
wanted it to be real, unfiltered, and I spent a lot of time on the pace and
sentence structure to make it as vivid as possible. The ending was the
second hardest scene to write, and my choice to close the book came to
me while I was working on the last draft – not sure if it was eighth or ninth
– in an uncharacteristic moment of clarity.

Do you read your book reviews? How do you deal with bad or
good ones?

I do, but I try to take them all with equally diluted grains of salt.
Commentary from the public can be intellectually validating and
emotionally damaging, I’ve learned. When USA Today wrote a piece about
Just Go! one reader reacted to a photo of me in cycling gear surrounded
by a group of young monks clad in saffron robes that it looked like I’d
been abducted by ISIS, and remarked that he wouldn’t feel sorry for me if
they beheaded me. That’s an extreme example of the negative potential of
public commentary, but it left an impression on me to not take the good
or the bad terribly personally, or to heart.

What kind of research do you do, and how long do you spend
researching before beginning a book?

I am trained as a journalist, so I research like a journalist, supplementing
preliminary research as I proceed with the writing phase. My sources and
questions tend to fan out, and then narrow as I work to gain an
understanding of the subject matter. Much of my research these days is
done online while I am writing the drafts. I did a fair amount of online
research about Alzheimer’s Disease for A Reasonably Viable Marriage,
mostly from health organizations and periodicals that focus on the subject.
With Just Go! I did most of my research before I began to write (as a work
of non-fiction, I based the premise of my half of the book on empirical
evidence – facts about pre-retirees in the US, their financial condition, life
expectancy, job satisfaction, etc. Gabi wrote the second half, and her
research was all documenting the cases of people she found through
various networks who had made similar decisions to live nomadic
lifestyles.) Since Rilertown was semi-autobiographical and based on an
actual community in the US, most of the research I did was online. I also
made a trip to the city to walk the streets and re-familiarize myself with the
feel of the place so I could accurately capture it in prose.

What does literary success look like to you?

What a difficult and interesting question. Somewhere around 200,000
books are released in the UK every year, and more than three times as
many in the US, so commercial success is an extremely difficult goal to
achieve. I write for the joy of writing, and take enormous pleasure when
someone I know and trust refers to something I’ve written in a positive way,
particularly if I know and appreciate their own writing skills. I am under no
illusion that I am the next Fitzgerald, Faulkner or Stieg Larsen, but I try to
write books that have something to say, and that prompt people to react to
them one way or another. If they post a review, send me a note, or make a
comment about something I wrote that made them feel something, I am a
happy camper. My best friend (college roommate), gave me one of the best
back-handed compliments I could imagine when he remarked that he was
surprised how much he liked A Reasonably Viable Marriage, and shocked
me by following up with a series of very pointed, insightful questions and

demonstrated how much of an impact reading it had had on him.

How many unpublished and half-finished books do you have?
Two in draft form, and one (sequel to Rilertown) in outline form, all
fiction.

One is about a young Hispanic boy who becomes blind at an early age,
and who is gifted with an ability to foresee conflict and develops the skills
and aptitude to help people resolve difficulties. The other is a quirky story
about a young boy raised by two faux hippies, and whose unusual sense
of self and peculiar habits pose one challenge after another. He is
ultimately saved by a Jamaican woman hired to look after him as an
infant, but who becomes his confidant, legal guardian, and saviour as life
deals him one short hand after another.

What’s your favorite under-appreciated novel?

Can’t say one, but there’s a genre I find most compelling that have
created two of the most memorable books I’ve read. I wouldn’t’ classify
either as under-appreciated; both received world-wide acclaim, and
deservingly so. First is Shantaram by Gregory David Roberts, and the
second is Behind the Beautiful Forevers, by Katherine Boo. Both capture
the underworld in Mumbai in vivid, haunting tones. Their writing is what I
aspire to; lyrical, memorable, scene-setting, and moving.

What was the best money you ever spent as a writer? (E.g.
software, self-help books, marketing books etc.)

Travel. The idea for A Reasonably Viable Marriage came from my chance
meeting with Nghiep. The idea for Ben Tremblay, the protagonist, was
courtesy of a train ride in Italy. We had stopped at a remote station
outside of Florence, I believe, and I saw an elderly man in a trench coat
trudging up a lonely footpath. I watched him make his way up the hill,
and in the distance I could see what appeared to be some sort of
institutional building. I made notes on my smartphone about what I saw,
and that gave me the setting, scenes and premise for much of the book.

I also invest a ton of time watching people. While I suspect that
makes me appear something of a voyeur, I think it’s our job as
writers to capture the human condition as best we can. One of
the scenes from A Reasonably Viable Marriage came from an
interaction between two people – presumably an adult man with
his elderly mother – at a coffee shop in the Langney Shopping
Center. It was a perfect, touching moment of respect and dignity,
silent and deeply moving. I’ll leave it to the reader to find it in the
book.
Do you want each book to stand on its own, or are you trying
to build a body of work with connections between each book?

I am far too scattershot to connect my books to one another, though I am
planning one or possibly two sequels to Rilertown.
I also try to vary my tone and genres, from murder mystery to spiritual,
cookbook to humour. That’s probably because I have diverse interests and
a horrible attention span.
If there’s any common thread between my books, it’s that people of all
walks of life, socio-economic strata, backgrounds and culture all have the
potential to be and do good. That’s one of the lessons I learned from a
decade of nearly constant travel, and it has reaffirmed my confidence in
the future of the human race.

What are common traps for aspiring writers?

Focusing on commercial success, and following trends. I think we need to
be comfortable in our own skins as writers. We can’t emulate style, or
tone, or success, so why bother trying? I was an early disciple of the “Do
What You, Love the Money Will Follow” thinking of career development in
the US, and I think the same framework applies to the life of a writer. Seek
and find your voice, and work tirelessly to perfect and honor it.

What’s the most difficult thing about writing characters
from the opposite sex?

Understanding it. As the post-divorce single dad of two teenage
daughters, I read “Men are from Mars, Women are From Venus.” It was
without question the most helpful and instructive parenting and spousal
guide I have ever consumed.
I grew up with three older sisters and have many strong women as
friends. I am fascinated by the way women communicate with one
other, and with members of the opposite sex. It’s a wonderful study in
contrast: circular, rather than the typical male communication style of
linear, direct language. Nuance matters a great deal in communications,
but all senses are on high alert when women are involved. It’s important
to remember that when representing a woman’s point of view in the
writing process, particularly in dialog.
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