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Rachel Hartigan Shea:

Cynthia Leitich Smith's first writing gig was as an advice columnist for a sixth grade newspaper.  She went on to edit her junior high and high school newspapers.  After a detour through law school, she started doing what she'd always wanted to do -- write stories for kids, especially stories with Native American themes.  Smith, a member of the Creek Nation, has been praised for her ability for juxtapose cherished Native American tradition and contemporary lifestyle.  But with her latest novel, she has gone in a decidedly more, a different direction.  “Tantalize” features an orphan whose best friend is a werewolf.  Naturally they are trying to open a vampire-themed restaurant in Texas.  Ms.  Smith will be signing books at 2:00 and if there's time for questions there are microphones -- ah -- on either side.  But please know that the session is being videotaped for the Library of Congress Archives.  Please join me in welcoming Cynthia Leitich Smith.

[applause]

Cynthia Leitich Smith:

Thank you.  Please note that I am barefoot.  

[laughter]

I treasure my Texas home and its cowboy boot tradition, but I'm finding it's just not working for me today.  So if y'all will just indulge me I will do my best to speak barefooted.  

Good afternoon.  Thanks so much to y'all for turning out today, to the Library of Congress, Dr. Billington, and Ms. Bush for their efforts in putting together this wonderful National Book Festival.  Thanks also to my publisher, Candlewick Press, for bringing me out here to visit with you.  My name is Cynthia Leitich Smith and I'm an author of books for children and young adults.  I'll begin by telling you a little bit more about myself and the journey that brought me here today.  Then I'll share some of the behind-the-scene stories about my new young adult Gothic fantasy novel, “Tantalize” I hope to leave some time for questions.  So, start thinking now about what you'd like to ask.  If I don't know the answer, I will make something up.  That's what fiction writers do.

I'm a person who's moved up and down, but not back and forth.  I have lived in Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, Michigan, Illinois and Texas.  I was a writer from a very young age.  As a child, I wrote poems.  In junior high and high school, I was the editor of my school newspapers.  In college at the University of Kansas, I majored in news editorial and public relations with a concentration in English.  

And along the way I interned as a reporter for several small-town newspapers and the “Dallas Morning News.”  I also worked in public relation departments of such companies as Hallmark Cards, Phillips Petroleum, and the Muscular Dystrophy Association.  I was working to gain experience and pay my way through college.  And it made sense to become a writer with some kind of reliable paycheck.  Looking back, though, I took every children’s and teen literature class offered, every fiction writing class.  My favorite course was “Children and Television,” taught by a husband/wife team, who worked for Television Workshop.  The people behind, does anyone know? “Sesame Street!” Wonderful stuff.  Still, fiction writers to me at that time were dead white guys from Europe, which I was not.  And people often use the word “writer” with the word “starving,” which didn't sound appealing at all.  

I went on to law school at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, in hopes of someday covering the courts for a newspaper or teaching media law in a journalism school.  I loved law school.  And during my time as a student I worked for Legal Aid in Hawaii, for a Tenth Circuit Federal Appellate Judge and for a small women's rights firm in Ann Arbor.  I also met my very cute husband, Greg Leitich Smith, and studied the emerging European Union in Paris.  And after a break during college I began reading children's and YA books again.

You see, as much as I enjoyed the law, it's language is, well, a bit ponderous.  I returned to youth literature for clarity, for poetry, for humor, and sometimes for relief.  I never became a legal journalist or a media law professor.  Instead, I decided to write fiction for young readers.  It's a better fit career choice for me in part because I am such an overwhelming optimist and because I really appreciate how heroic young people can be, especially because they're more limited in terms of life experience and resources.  Young heroes in fiction and real life have to stretch more, change more, grow more.  That's what makes them so dynamic, so fascinating.  I started by taking that traditional advice given to writers -- write what you know.  For me, that meant stories of diverse small-town communities in the Mid-  to Southwest.  

I originally had intended to write a story of my grandfather's childhood in an Indian boarding school, but it never came together, at least, not yet.  My voice was more for today, reflecting the experience of today's young heroes.  Initially, I did become known as a writer of contemporary Native American stories for children.  My early books were “Jingle Dancer,” “Indian Shoes,” and “Rain Is Not My Indian Name,” the latter of which was featured at the second National Book Festival.  

I also do something else that's kind of interesting in the field of youth literature.  At www.cynthialeitichsmith.com, I run the largest children's literature Web site on the Internet, also the largest teen literature site.  The main site attracted 1.6 million unique visitors last year and the blog was its number one feeder.  In addition to information about my own work, I offer interviews with authors, illustrators, librarians and so forth, those who are passionate about the field as a whole, and as well as reading recommendations and more than 2,000 annotated links.  I lead such a fulfilling life in this field.  My online efforts are one way I try to sort of pay that forward to the community and light a torch for youth literature.  

I also continue to write Native [American] fiction.  But in recent years I've expanded my writing to include more humor and more fantasy.  Together, Greg and I authored a holiday picture book, “Santa Knows.”  
I'm especially fond of fantasy of the spooky variety.  You see, another piece of important writing advice is write the kind of stories that you love to read.  When I walk into a bookstore, the first shelves I go to are the ones that are labeled “horror” or “Gothic fantasy.”  In 2001, I began working on a vampire novel set in a restaurant.  I'd long talked of writing such a novel, and as someone who worked as a waitress back in her teenage years, I thought that a restaurant would make a wonderful setting.  We tend to think of vampires as more drinkers than diners.

[laughter]

Is that fair to say? But I though the juxtaposition might offer a twist on the tradition, freshen the blood, so to speak, and provide an intriguing stage for the story.  

My latest novel is “Tantalize.” It's a story of a teenage girl who's trying to help save her family's Italian restaurant by relaunching it with a vampire theme.  It's a good idea.  There is nothing wrong with the idea, until some real vampires show up.  The fictional restaurant is set in Austin, Texas, on Congress Avenue, which is sort of Main Street Texas and it dead-ends in the Capital Building.  “Tantalize” inspired by the Gothic fantasy classic “Dracula” by Abraham, or Bram Stoker, which was published in 1897 and has never been out of print.  

As a newly-embraced Austinite, I was intrigued that Stoker, who was Irish, was chosen to cast a Texan, Quincey, Q-U-I-N-C-E-Y, P.  Morris as one of Van Helsing's original vampire hunters.  We all know who Van Helsing is, right? He was recently played by Hugh Jackman for a major motion picture.  It's Quincey Morris wielding a bowie knife, who, along with another character, Jonathan Harker, destroys the master vampire.  So far as I read it, Stoker casts Morris as sort of the hope of a new nation against an ancient threat.  I was hooked, though, by the idea of a modern story of a Texas vampire, one that nodded to the classic literary tradition.  I wrote down my working title, brace yourself, “Brad, the Impaler” --

[laughter]

-- to remind myself that the story has literary roots and that it was contemporary and that it was important for me to infuse it with some humor.  Humor is really important.  First of all, in life, it's heartening, it's healing, but also in story, especially in preventing the drama from sliding into melodrama.  My first step was to keep reading.  

Although as a reader, I had always been a fan of Gothic fantasy, now I was looking at it with a writer's eye.  Reading time counts as writing time.  This is especially important to fantasy if we pull generically from the pop-culture imagery, we'll end up with derivative writing.  We won't know it’s been done to, and death.  It's the difference between offering the cliché to making a real contribution to the conversation of books.  Early on, inspiring books I studied included the werewolf novel, “Blood and Chocolate,” by Annette Curtis Klause, the vampire novels, “Companions of the Night” by Vivian Vande Velde, the “Silver Kiss” by Annette Curtis Klause, and “Thirsty” by M.T.  Anderson.  

As much as I love it, though, I didn't focus exclusively on YA fiction.  I also went back farther.  I returned to the Gothic classics, like Dracula, and the literary vampire references that preceded it and the oral stories that preceded those.  Looking at powers traditionally prescribed to vampires, I noted their traditional ability to take the form of bats and especially wolves.  Over time, I decided the heart of my story would be a mystery of sorts, a clash of monsters.  

You see, when the chef at the vampire restaurant is murdered, it looks like a werewolf kill.  And the question haunts as to whether a wolf, specifically Quincey's best friend and first love, or a vampire in wolf form is the murderer.  That meant I also had to study shapeshifters in the body of literature and the oral stories that preceded them.  I learned there are shapeshifter stories from around the world and it's usually the predator that most competes with humans that's cast in the role of monster.  For example, where Europeans cast the werewolf, Japanese cast the werecat.  Put mildly, demonizing animals didn't sound like the most favorable PR strategy for them.  I didn't like it.  

So I decided my shapeshifters would be naturally-born offshoots of distant Ice Age ancestors.  And I would have others in addition to wolves, a whole array inspired by the Texas setting.  As in “Tantalize” authors featured werewolves and werecats together before.  But I may have made literary history by introducing wereopposums, werearmadillos, and yes, my friends, the ever popular, wereturkey vultures.  

To make them more believable, I had to study each of these animals and then extrapolate how animal and human traits would merge and vary from individual to individual.  In my world, shifters have endured a history of discrimination and prejudice from humans, which of course, still doesn't rule out the possibility that there could be a big bad, well, you know what, in the bunch.  In a story of shapeshifters, vampires and humans, it quickly became clear that who was who and who was what would be key.  A central question: are you predator or prey?

Let's see a show of hands.  Raise your hand if you think of yourself as a predator.  Assume you have to pick.  Be proud! You're predators! You're aggressive! Let's go, okay.  Raise your hand if you think of yourself as prey.  Okay, predators, take note of the prey.  

[laughter]

It's kind of a weird question, but in the real world it still applies very much in nature and sometimes within the confines of humanity.  Okay, so I had my setting, a vampire-themed restaurant in Austin, Texas.  I had a murder for the inciting incident and a mystery to propel the story.  I had thrown together vampires and shapeshifters, the most recent in a long line of writers to do so, ranging from Joss Whedon, of “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” fame, to whoever it was penned that Halloween tune classic, do we know what it is? “The Monster Mash.”  

I really wanted to root my world in the Dracula tradition and comment on it, so I went back again to the original novel and looked at those themes.  Stoker invoked the ultimate “dark foreigner,” which is what they said, for his bad guy.  And back then, that meant Eastern European.  “I vant to suck your blood,” right? That's the classic movie imagery, get it -- was also in the early book.  He cast right and wrong in terms of Christianity and only Christianity versus evil and he defined his women as Victorian victims or vamps.  Don't get me wrong.  I'm in the thrall of the master.  But I had a different sensibility.  And on such themes, I shrugged off his embrace.  

You may remember my mentioning that I began by writing Native youth fiction.  My family is Native and European American.  My husband's Japanese German American and it never did much for me when writers would default into making ethnic or religious communities sort of automatic bad guys.  So my fictional world offers a multicultural and multifaithed cast across the spectrum of good, bad, and that really interesting area, somewhere in between.  People have to make hard choices with big stakes and heavy consequences.  

I named my hero after Stoker's Quincey but flipped the gender.  My Quincie, Q-U-I-N-C-I-E, is a smart, strong, ambitious girl with a healthy teenage affection for a boy she's loved all of her life.  I did a lot of character and setting work, bringing to life the people and their world.  If I didn't believe in them, nobody else would.  I listened to a lot of Eartha Kitt.  I walked the neighborhoods where the story is set, shooting roles and roles of film, looking at the setting in a new way.  

I tapped a large, furry man on the shoulder at Joe's Coffee on South Congress and I asked to take his picture because I said, "You know, you would make a great model for a werewolf." And he was okay with that. 

[laughter]

I studied Italian and Romanian in Texas cookbooks, many of them historical.  I scoured magazines for photos to base characters on.  I had the characters write letters to me.  I had them write reviews of my work in progress, what they thought of how they were being depicted.  I even picked out wardrobe.  

True story, it's a mid-afternoon on a random Tuesday and I walked into a boutique in South Austin.  Raise your hand if you've ever been to Austin, Texas.  A lot of -- very -- I'm pleased.  Okay, for those of you who haven't, if you're thinking Texas automatically equals cow town and tumbleweeds, Austin is really not like that, although we do love our barbeque.  It's the capital.  It's very high tech.  It's the home of the flagship university.  And it is seriously artsy.  It's also home to the world's largest urban bat colony, which resides under the Congress Avenue bridge and I made it quite clear in my novel that members of BADLE, the Bat Anti-Defamation League, would tolerate no vampiric besmirching of our cities beloved eco-mascot.  Go bats.

What else, oh yes.  We also have a lovely number of tattooed, pierced, multi-colored haired citizens and I find them endlessly charming.  So I walk in on a Tuesday to a boutique and I say to a clerk something like this: "Hi.  I need to pull together a wardrobe for some fictional characters.  And I probably won't be able to buy much of it, if any of it, but would you mind if I take pictures of what I put together?" She of the quiet, excellent neon blue hair and nose ring turns her head to look at me in the single most bored manner possible and asks, "Independent film?"

[laughter]

"No!" I said. "vampire novel." She jumps from her stool from behind the register, runs to the backroom, pulls every member of the staff out.  They all instantly begin donning various costumes, suggesting names, coincidentally their names, for characters and are filling me up with suggestions.  Very helpful, most appreciated.  Sometimes to make your fictional world come together, you need to merge it with a real one and see what magic evolves.  All of this research and thinking helps you bring you to a page where you really know your players and can just let the story rip.  

But something still wasn't working.  I had my mystery, I had true love.  I had Italian-inspired vampire cooking.  For a while I had been thinking about transformations from human to animal form, from human to vampire.  I didn't know what to do with it so I kept writing.  Three drafts later, my very cute husband takes me to see "My Fair Lady" at Austin's Paramount Theater.  I loved the play.  It's classic Pygmalion, or makeover story, a very popular storytelling tradition.  Recent examples would include "Pretty Woman" and "She's All That." Anyway, that night at the Paramount, during the Embassy Ball scene, seen "My Fair Lady?" Yes? Embassy Ball scene, when Eliza Doolittle was asked to dance by the Prince of Transylvania I thought, Aha! “Tantalize” isn't just a murder mystery with a love triangle.  It's a transformation story, sort of "Dracula" meets "My Fair Lady" for a drink.  

And there I had it.  A makeover story featuring a strong girl, blood and marinara.  Everything was going great.  I wrote the novel from the point of view of Kieran, whose name back then was Killian, Killian Moralez.  Get it, kill, moral? I can be very subtle.  He was a guy with a werewolf mom and a human dad.  He was accused of murder.  His first love and best friend, Quincie, was, he thought, in danger from vampires.  

And you know the really big problem with writing a mystery from the point of view of one of the suspects? They know whether or not they did it.  Unless there was a huge psychological block, which didn't apply.  And of course, our narrators have to play fair with the reader.  He would have to admit that right off and that sort of took some of the energy out of the story.  What's more, the person in greatest jeopardy wasn't Kieran.  It was Quincie.  Do you remember those Victorian victims I mentioned earlier? I wasn't keen on crafting Quincie into a girl who needed rescuing.  So I followed the stakes back to her.  I deleted the file from Kieran's point of view and I threw away the hard copy.  I knew that my hero was Quincie.  I knew what she was up against.  

The rest followed naturally.  I wrote a rough draft from her point of view and then I did something fairly intense.  I deleted that and I threw away the hard copy again.  I do this as part of my regular process.  I teach at a MFA program, writing for children and young adults at Vermont College.  When I tell my students this, that I'll write an entire novel, delete it and throw away, they look at me with horror, I think because they're afraid I'm going to make them do the same thing.

[laughter]

I don't make them do the same thing.  But for me, it's really important.  That way, when I sit down to write it again I've had a chance to explore the world without feeling like I'm married to that particular draft.  I can get to know the character and what's really strong in the story will survive.  It's my process.  I also began integrating art text elements into the story.  Does anyone know what an epistolary novel is?  Sir?

[low audio]

Traditionally, yes, a novel in letters.  Dracula was an epistolary novel.  Over time, the definition has expanded to include books like my “Rain Is Not My Indian Name,” which includes journal entries, or say, Lauren Myracle's “ttfn and ttyl,” which is written in chat room language.  Thought it's a long-term literary device, “Tantalize” seems more contemporary to me, more modern because it includes restaurant reviews, help wanted ads, menus, and more.  It feels more multimedia-ish.  

I'm right now polishing a second YA set in the same universe, which is even more closely tied to the Dracula tradition.  But you'll have to wait for that just a little while longer.  In the meantime, we have “Tantalize” an epistolary Gothic fantasy novel of vampires and shapeshifters set in sunny Austin, Texas, and featuring a strong girl character.  Here's the flap copy: 

“Quincie Morris has never felt more alone.  Her hybrid werewolf first love threatens to embark on a rite of passage that will separate them forever.  And just as she and her uncle are about to debut Austin's red-hot vampire-themed restaurant, a brutal murder leaves them scrambling for a chef.  Can Quincie transform the new hire into a culinary dark lord before opening night? Will Henry Johnson [spelled phonetically] be able to wow the crowd in fake fangs, a cheap cape, and red contact lenses.  Or is there more to this earnest, fresh face than meets the eye? As human and predator natural forces class, a deadly love triangle forms and the line between predator and prey begins to blur.  Who's playing whom? And how long can Quincie play before she loses everything?

[applause]

We have about five minutes left and so I thought that we might have some questions.  Are there questions? If there are not, I will read to you and I will read fast and indiscriminately.  Yes?

Male Speaker:

This sounds like a really dumb question, ma'am, but I don't know if you've ever written this, but do you have any advice on someone writing religious satire? I'm writing a religious satire.

Cynthia Leitich Smith:

Religious satire is not altogether different, I think, than a vampire novel.  

[laughter]

In the sense of this, basically, you're going to write the story that is really important to you.  You're going to write from the heart.  Don't worry so much about what you think religious satire has to mean.  And the same way I didn't worry so much about what I thought a horror novel has to mean.  This book has romance, it has comedy it, it has mystery, it has suspense.  Just write what you want to say and then go from there.  Don't worry about other people's expectations too much.

Male Speaker:

Thank you.

Cynthia Leitich Smith:

Other questions? Yes, no, maybe? 

Female Speaker:

Hi.  I'm a fan of your books and of your Web site and I'm just amazed at the breadth of your knowledge and the many things that you do.  Is there a typical day for you? How do you fit it all in?

Cynthia Leitich Smith:

I'm actually three people.  

[laughter]

There are days like this one, in which I'm on the road and I'm speaking and I have an opportunity to talk to readers and those are really exciting.  The days that I'm at home usually involve more bare feet, pajamas, four cats screaming for dinner from morning ‘til night.  And I generally wake up.  I'm dong about two to three hours of Internet correspondence a day, talking to teachers, librarians.  Since I began working in the young adult literature books, I'm getting more and more mail from teenagers and I'm spending maybe an hour or two writing back to teenagers.  So then I'll break for lunch and right in the afternoon, my husband, once again, comes home, makes me dinner.  And then we -- everyone's very impressed by that.  

[applause]

And then because he's also an author, but he has a standard job, we write for another couple of hours.  And that adds some additional time into my schedule.  We also read each other's work quite a bit.  So that is also a major focus.  For my Web site and that kind of thing, I do it in moments where I can.  Some people garden.  I link.  

Female Speaker:

Thank you very much.

Cynthia Leitich Smith:

Thank you.  Any other questions? Yes, no, maybe? Is it okay to dismiss? 

Thank you very much.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


