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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.

I’m Gabrielle Yetter, otherwise known as Gabi. I moved to Eastbourne in 2018 with my
husband, Skip, after living in Cambodia almost four years then travelling the world housesitting. Whisper of the Lotus is my first fiction novel, and I’d describe it as contemporary
fiction. My previous books included two non-fiction (The Sweet Tastes of Cambodia and The
Definitive Guide to Moving to Southeast Asia: Cambodia) as well as two children’s books,
Martha the Blue Sheep and Ogden, the Fish Who Couldn’t Swim Straight. I also co-wrote a
book with Skip called Just Go! Leave the Treadmill for a World of Adventure, about our
experiences and those of others like us who stepped off the proverbial ‘treadmill’ and created
a new life in another part of the world.

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

That’s tricky to answer as I feel differently about each one. The Sweet Tastes of Cambodia
was the most adventurous as I spent two weeks travelling around the villages and
backroads of Cambodia in a minivan, finding people who made traditional desserts so we
could record them. And I loved writing the children’s books as each one had a story of
inspiration for young people (and older people too, as I later found out). But I think I’m
proudest of Whisper of the Lotus. I’d never planned on writing a novel until Skip planted a
seed and before I knew it, I’d come up with an idea and plunged into it. The process took
almost five years to complete and I loved the journey since it took me back to Cambodia,
introduced me to a delightful young woman called Charlotte (my main character) and
walked me through the dusty back roads, glimmering pagodas, and lush rice fields of the
country I love.

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

There is no average. Whisper of the Lotus took almost five years, the Cambodia books
each took between six and ten months, and my children’s books took several months to
complete but had been sitting in my ‘drawer’ for more than 20 years. And the process of
writing a book isn’t all about the writing. Thinking, plotting, and contemplating take up a
great deal of time and there were days, weeks, and months when I’d come up with ideas
and flesh them out in my mind while I was hiking, playing golf, getting a massage or sitting
on a plane.

What was your hardest scene to write?

The scene when Charlotte (the protagonist) discovers something significant about her past. I
can’t give away details, but she learns about an incident that would have changed her life if
she’d known it earlier. I wanted to convey her emotions in a realistic way that readers could
relate to without going over the top, so I wrote it and rewrote it many times until it felt right.
Subtlety is often the best way to express strong situations and I hope my readers will know
enough about Charlotte when they get to this section that they’ll have an idea of how this
event affects her.

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

I must admit I read them all. Fortunately, Whisper of the Lotus has received only five star
reviews and there have been comments from readers that warmed my heart in hearing my
message came across as I meant it. One even said the book ‘had the feel of a good
Armistead Mapin novel’ and another said she would miss the characters once she’d finished
the book. Bad reviews are hard to swallow but you can’t please everybody and even the
most brilliant authors have been criticised so I prefer to focus on the good, then move on or
learn from the negative.

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

In the case of Whisper of the Lotus, most of the research had been done before I began. The
story is based in Cambodia where I used to live so I was intimately familiar with the sounds
of the street (the egg vendor ringing a bell as she cycled along the road, the chanting of the
monks in the pagoda, the buzzing of cicadas in the bushes) as well as the way it smelled, felt
and looked. I wrote most of it after I left Cambodia, so I sometimes had to refresh my
memory by watching videos of the traffic in Phnom Penh or looking at photos of the
genocide museum or royal palace so I could be reminded of the details.
In order to learn about Buddhism, I attended a couple of Buddhist classes in England,
followed a wonderful monk named Ajahn Brahm on YouTube, and communicated via email
with a monk in Cambodia who helped fill in details about Buddhist philosophy as well as
explaining how one becomes a monk and describing the rules they have to follow.

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

The L’Atelier writers’ retreat in France. I’d been working on my novel for a couple of years
and Skip suggested I might want to attend a writing workshop or retreat where I could
concentrate on my book. I came upon L’Atelier by chance (the best way to find things) and
spent five glorious days in a tiny village in France with 12 other writers. There was nothing to
do but write, eat, read our writing, support one another, eat, and write more so I found it the
perfect space to focus on my book, develop new ideas, create new scenes and discover where
I wanted to go with the book.

What are common traps for aspiring writers?

I’d say the most common trap is to focus on being a commercial success. Once you do that,
it’s easy to miss the point of writing and lose sight of the purpose behind it. There are
hundreds of courses, books, and classes teaching writers how to develop characters, build a
story arc, create the perfect plot, which are all good to know, but they sometimes paint a
picture of the outcome instead of the process.
Writing a book isn’t easy, but it should be enjoyable. I had never planned on writing a novel
and initially dismissed the idea but I became drawn to situations that sounded like
interesting stories. One thing led to another and before I knew it I was immersed in my own
world of fiction. And I have to say, even though there were many times during the following
years that I struggled with the challenges, I loved the process of creating a world of my own
that became Whisper of the Lotus.

What’s the most difficult thing about writing characters from
the opposite sex?
I have a mixture of different character types in my book, with
each one having a different voice and I wouldn’t say the
male characters were any harder than some of the female.
I’ve always written about nice people who make a difference
(in my childrens’ stories and non-fiction Cambodian books
and articles) so my challenge was to write from the
perspective of an unpleasant character. There are a couple
of those characters in Whisper of the Lotus and I discovered
that I enjoyed writing their dialogue and characteristics most
of all! It was fun to slip into a persona so different to my
own and have my characters say things I’d never say but
loved to write.
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