A Cozy Thrill Ride:  An Interview with Joanna Campbell Slan
By Susan Evans

Joanna Campbell Slan’s Paper, Scissors, Death was published by Midnight Ink on September 1, 2008.
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Susan Evans:  Can you tell us the story of selling the book?  You published seven nonfiction books on scrapbooking alone before Paper, Scissors, Death.  Did you have an agent for those books, and did you use the same agent to sell your novel?
Joanna Campbell Slan:  I’d been working on a book that didn’t work out, and I’d signed up to go to SleuthFest.  I’m too cheap to waste airfare and a hotel room!  So I needed something to pitch, fast.  All the month of February, I sat in my jammies and wrote until I had a first draft.  Then I pitched the book to the women who became my acquiring editor and my agent.  I didn’t have an agent for my other books.
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SE:  What first drew you to scrapbooking?  How old were you?

JCS:  I’ve always been a crafty kid.  My mom used to make glue from flour and water and I’d spend hours drawing, creating, and making “stuff.”  My introduction to scrapbooking as we know it today began in 1998, the starting year for modern scrapbooking, which is the saving of family stories primarily using archivally safe products.  What drew me to scrapbooking was its unique ability for a person to illustrate his/her own stories.  What kept me coming back for more was the sisterhood of scrapbookers―and the pure joy of flexing an artistic, creative muscle.

SE:  What did writing the nonfiction books teach you about writing and completing a novel?
JCS:  That being organized is very important.  Organization is key to nonfiction.  If the reader can’t access the info, it might as well not exist.  Also, I learned to be very, very clear, because when you are giving instructions, you must put yourself in your reader’s place.  And finally, I learned how tough the book business is from a sales and marketing standpoint.  It was one heck of an education.
SE:  Why, when you decided to write fiction, did you choose mysteries?  What about the genre appeals to you?
JCS:  Both my grandmothers were big mystery readers.  I like that mysteries matter.  There’s a compelling reason for the reader to stay involved, and for the writer, there’s a structure.  To me, it was like writing a sonnet because the structure provided a wonderful framework.
SE:  What writers do you read?  Anyone you feel you’ve learned from?
JCS:  I’m a very eclectic reader―and I enjoy all sorts of books.  My friend Shirley Damsgaard has four things she’s taught me that every line must do:  1) drive the plot forward, 2) mess with the reader’s head, 3) add something to a character, and 4) ground the reader in a sense of place.  My friend Emilie Richards does a fantastic job of using interpersonal conflict to drive her books.  I admire how Jeff Deaver is so in control of his work.
SE:  How much rewriting of Paper, Scissors, Death did you have to do for your agent or your editor?  What was your initial idea for the book, the inspiration, and how much has the final work changed from that?
JCS:  My agent suggested that I add a prologue.  (Yep, I know there are so many debates about this, but I think that is silly.  If it’s good for the book, it’s a good idea, period.)  Midnight Ink asked that I make the book more of a cozy and less chick-lit.  But for the most part, I decided to re-write the book four times to improve it.  I was learning so much!  I teased my acquiring editor that she got a better book than she originally “bought.”
SE:  I gather you have always focused your scrapbooking career on telling the stories of people’s lives.  Scrapbook Storytelling and Adventures in Journaling are two of your titles.  Novel writing seems an extension of your scrapbooking.  Have you ever scrapbooked your characters’ lives as a tool of discovery?  Used any scrapbooking techniques to write your novel?
JCS:  No, I haven’t, but that’s a great idea.  I’m so far behind on my personal scrapbooking that I can’t imagine adding the life of a character.
SE:  Was there anything about writing Paper, Scissors, Death that frustrated you because you didn’t have the pictorial tools of scrapbooking?

JCS:  I was a bit frustrated when I couldn’t stop writing long enough to create projects based on the tips in the book.  That’s something I have yet to do that I want to get done.  If anything, I believe that creativity in one area of your life enhances creativity in all areas.  It opens you up to possibilities and challenges you to keep moving outside your self-imposed limitations.
SE:  Your heroine, Kiki Lowenstein, uses scrapbooking to help her get through some rough times.  You’ve described scrapbookers as heroes who use their art to cope with tragedy.  How does that work?  How is making an album about someone or something a coping mechanism?
JCS:  Actually, it’s based on sound psychological principles.  By engaging the visual and verbal sides of your brain, you can work through upsetting events and emerge healthier.  Most talk therapy engages only the verbal side.  But our emotions are kept on the side of our creativity, the visual side of our brain.  So, by scrapbooking, you engage the emotions and the narrative skills.  A rape therapist in South Africa uses my book Scrapbook Storytelling to help victims see themselves as triumphant survivors rather than victims.  The women re-write and re-tell the story in their scrapbooks.

Another benefit of scrapbooking is that you can pour your angst onto a page.  The page will serve as the repository for your pain―and allow you to move on without the fear you’ll forget.  Many women who have miscarried tell me that creating a scrapbook has given them permission to mourn in a way that society doesn’t understand.  Memory albums are often made as tribute albums for lost loved ones.  Sometimes scrapbooking communities come together and create memory pages for the families of loved ones.  Children in Africa who are losing their parents to AIDS are encouraged to scrapbook as a way of “keeping” that dying parent.

My list could go on and on.  I realize people pooh-pooh scrapbooking as a silly, lightweight craft, but they only do that if they are ignorant about its scope.
SE:  “The rich get rich and the poor get poorer, in part because the rich have access to good information.”  The unfairness of poverty is a theme from your prologue, from the lonely maid who can’t afford a guest’s complaint, to Kiki, who suffers mightily at the bridal shower, where callous rich women ignore her suffering, and at the hands of a mean landlord, to name just a few examples.  Was the cruelty of poverty a conscious theme when you started?  How did that come about?

JCS:  I’ve been very, very poor.  People can be incredibly cruel to you when you don’t have a cent to your name.  If you’ve never been on welfare or been the charity case for your local church, you can’t imagine how it grinds down your soul.  And no one seems to write realistically about the challenges of being so broke.  I felt I had something to say about that.  It was a conscious theme, but it was one I could adopt because it fit the situation my protagonist was in.  Plus, her fall from having money to poverty was a sort of a character arc all its own.
SE:  A writer’s control over her work interests me a lot.  What about writing this book surprised you?  Any characters start talking to you or taking over?
JCS:  I was surprised by how much I learned about each character as I went along.  Or how I’d suddenly “see” how a character should react.  I thoroughly enjoyed the process.  I love using the “twilight” time, the time when I’m half asleep or half awake, to preview the writing I have ahead.  It brings a new consciousness to my work.  I’m astonished by the fertility of the brain, how when it’s given instructions to “work on” a problem, the brain can, almost without direction, find the most amazing ideas.
SE:  “Once again I struggled to come up with a design for the newbie crop.  The official title for my malaise is scrappers block.”  And, “Necessity is the mother of invention but boo-boos are the parents of out-of-the-box thinking.”  Those words can apply to writing as well as scrapbooking.  Your book deals a lot with the creative process.  What do you do as a writer when you suffer from writer’s block or run into problems?
JCS:  I don’t suffer from writer’s block.  (I know, you want to hit me.)  I have wanted to do this my whole life, and I love every minute I spend at the keyboard.  I only hope I live long enough to write everything I’d like to write.

But, I do get scrapper’s block.  When I do, I flip open a magazine and look at layouts.  I play with my materials.  I try this and that.  The trick is to never let the block harden into concrete.
SE:  You write a lot of earthy, realistic, and embarrassing events for your characters.  Kiki rolling in dog feces, Bonnie’s breast milk letting down outside the police station, Dodie scratching herself in Kaki’s kitchen, and the rich women dripping snot and honking like Canadian geese.  As a mother who nursed two babies, the breast-milk scene really got to me.  What are you saying when you describe these very human foibles?
JCS:  That I’m gross?  Aw, I guess I’m just trying to be observant in a fresh way.  I think a lot of being a woman is dealing with gross stuff.  So I wanted a very visceral, very grounded, very real and gritty feeling to the world I created.  I’m always amazed that almost no one ever gets her period or has to use the bathroom in books.  How come?  And yeah, I’ve sprung a leak in the breast-milk department.  I think it’s interesting how little control we sometimes have over our own bodies.

SE:  Did you coin the term “forensic scrapbooking”?  Do you know of any investigators who have used the technique?  It seems like a natural way to gather information about people of interest to the police.
JCS:  It just popped into my head.  At first, it was sort of a joke.  Then, as you’ve indicated, it seemed a very natural extension of many of the police techniques I’d studied.  Over the years, I’ve learned so much about so many people’s lives as they’ve shared their scrapbooks with me.  It’s wild how we have this urge to narrate our family photos―with surprising results.
SE:  You have a tremendous number of story threads from the question of who killed George, to Kaki’s growing attraction to Detweiler, to Kiki’s possible eviction and her mother-in-law’s evil ways.  How do you keep track of your story?  Do you have any plotting or structure techniques you can share?
JCS:  I use a combination of techniques.  I start by writing the first two or three chapters to get the feel for the story.  I think about the crime and the clues.  Then, I do all sorts of exercises to see the inter-relationships between people.  Next, I trace arcs for each of the characters.  I’m very mindful that each character has his/her own agenda, and I think that’s useful in creating a complex story.  I use note cards to play around with sequencing.  Then I create an outline, which I modify as I go along.
SE:  In the end, Kiki triumphs with the help of some surprising friends.  She even manages a tentative reconciliation with one of her greatest enemies.  How has Kiki changed?  What is the agent of her transformation?
JCS:  Kiki learns to be in charge of her own life.  For most of us, the joy of work is that it not only provides us with a living but it also provides us with a sense of self.  The job at Time in a Bottle is the first time Kiki has ever been acknowledged and praised for her skills.  With those kudos comes a sense of accomplishment.  I believe we can spiral up or spiral down, and in Paper, Scissors, Death, Kiki begins a slow spiral up.  (Of course, I can’t let that happen without hiccups along the way!  Poor, poor Kiki.)
SE:  Are you an outliner?  Do you use any plotting strategy to tease out your story?  The hero’s journey, for example?  Any writing books that you have found helpful?
JCS:  I took Mary Buckham’s excellent Hero’s Journey class through the Guppies.  I have all sorts of writing books, but I hate reading them.  I do, however, belong to an online book club of authors started by Emilie Richards.  The process of parsing other people’s work is quite helpful.  I also like to ask, “What is it my reader expects?” and then figure out how I can confound those expectations.  I never want my book to be predictable.  I love the words “what if.”  Sometimes, Shirley Damsgaard and I will have a long phone session and chat about our plots.  I find that to be very helpful.

SE:  What do you enjoy most about the writing process?
JCS:  Getting lost in it.  I lose all track of time.  If my dogs didn’t have to go outside occasionally, I’d never get up from my keyboard.  I love entertaining myself with my stories.  One night I thought up this really funny scene (I have it down, but I haven’t used it in a book yet).  I started laughing so hard that I woke up my husband, David.  He thought I was having a seizure!
SE:  How do you edit?  Do you plow through with a first draft or edit as you go along?
JCS:  I edit like crazy.  I re-read what I wrote the day before, and then I dig into the day’s work.  I read passages out loud.  Especially dialogue.  That dramatically improves your dialogue.  I watch for my written tics―the words “really” and “just.”  I try to eliminate weak verbs.  I try to adjust the pacing.  I learned about suspense from Libby Fischer Hellmann, who told me about breaking down the action and involving the senses.  At the same time, I speed up the pace by shortening the sentences.  Then I learned from Shirl Henke that I needed to pick sock-o verbs when doing action scenes, so I re-check that.  And finally, I apply Nancy Pickard’s CAST system―C is for conflict, A is for action, S is for senses (especially smell), T is for turn, and S is for surprise.  Finally, I remember what she told me at the last Love Is Murder: Kill your darlings.
SE:  When you talked about your desire to write about poverty, you mentioned that it conveniently fit Kiki’s story arc.  That implies that to some degree, those two things are different.  You are telling a story, but there are topics you want to write about in addition to her story.  Care to comment?

JCS:  Actually, I don’t see the theme of poverty and Kiki’s story as different.  As you write, your characters and their needs become more and more clear in your mind.  You pick over your memories, your hurts, and your joys and think, “Ah, I can use that.”  Poverty was a part of my life that I could use, I felt, to great effect on the page.

SE:  Humor is tough.  Got any advice on humor in mysteries?  Yours is sly and fairly subtle.  Are there any writers you read as examples of how to handle humor?  Any rules of thumb to tell if what you think is funny actually works?

JCS:  Read my book Using Stories and Humor: Grab Your Audience.  I cover how to be funny, where to find humor, how to develop your sense of humor, and more.  I studied this as a speaker, and I learned from some of the best-paid people on the platform today.  Folks who make $10,000 an hour for talking.  And believe me, if you’ve ever heard me present, you’d know―I’m really, really funny.  That’s because I learned how to be!  I worked, and still work, at it.


There’s a rule in speaking that you don’t have to be funny unless you want to get paid.  I believe that humor is one of the most effective mechanisms for capturing and maintaining attention.  If the communicator is funny, the audience has to pay attention or they’ll miss something.  And, as one wit said, “A smile is the shortest distance between two people.”  Humor connects us.  It humanizes us.  Plus, one way to make sure your character is appealing is to imbibe him/her with a sense of humor.

Minnie Pearl once said, “Laughter is God’s hand on the shoulder of a weary world.”  I believe the purpose of my work is to give people a respite from their troubles.  Humor is another way that I deliver as an author.

SE:  I don’t remember reading a mystery set in St. Louis.  How much does setting affect your writing?
JCS:  I treat setting as a character.  My books couldn’t take place anywhere but in St. Louis because I incorporate situations unique to this city.  For example, St. Louis has more private schools in total than does Chicago―and Chicago has four times our population.  That’s a specific local circumstance that has a strong impact on the world Kiki lives in.  People in St. Louis ask each other, “What high school did you go to?” and, from your answer, can extrapolate what religion you are, how much money your family has, how smart you are, and what your ethnicity is.

I use St. Louis events, locations, and traditions.  In Cut, Crop & Die, the second book in my series, due out in June 2009, Kiki goes to an Opera Theatre event and then has custard at Ted Drewes.  Only in St. Louis do formally dressed people pull up in limos to eat frozen custard from a tiny green-and-yellow shop on Old Route 66!
SE:  You end your book on an ominous note, promising much more trouble for Kiki.  When did you know there would be a sequel and you could write the book that way?  Is it something you would recommend to an unpublished writer?
JCS:  We sold the first two books in the series, and I’ve already written books two and three.  (I’m a positive thinker.  Since Paper, Scissors, Death has already gone back to press, I’m very encouraged.)

The ending simply came to me.  Now I’ve determined I’ll end all the Kiki Lowenstein Scrap-N-Craft Mysteries with a similar fillip.  The trick was to end the story in such a way that the reader felt satisfied― and not cheated―and then to add a coda that promised more.  I think I succeeded.  Would I recommend this technique?  Yes.  Our job is not only to write books, but to sell them.  I think it will work.
SE:  As a much-published author, you must have a lot of experience with marketing.  What advice can you give our Guppies?  What have you done that works, and what hasn’t?
JCS:  I had two years between when I sold my book and it was released.  That turned out to be a godsend because it allowed me to learn so much.  If you don’t own books on promotion, I recommend p. m. terrell’s Take the Mystery Out of Promoting Your Book, Jeff Marks’s Intent to Sell, and M. J. Rose’s Buzz Your Book, and, of course, listen carefully to Joe Konrath.  But every book is different.  And what works for one might not work for another.

I contacted Snapfish after my book was finished and asked if they were interested in doing any promotions with me.  I left it open-ended.  They came back and offered a coupon for 50 free digital prints, which we put in the back of the book.  That has a value of $15, which is roughly the retail price of Paper, Scissors, Death.  So, my best advice is to think out of the box and to not be afraid to approach people.
SE:  Your book is full of twists and turns, and in that way, it’s not like a traditional cozy.  Care to comment?
JCS:  Isn’t that what heroines are for?

I wanted to evoke every emotion I could.  I wasn’t content to let the book’s finest merit be: It’s about scrapbooking.  Instead, I wanted to create a realistic woman with real problems.  I love funny, and I wanted people to have to read carefully so they’d laugh one minute and then feel really low the next.

You see, we think of suspense novels as thrill rides, right?  Why can’t a cozy be a thrill ride, too?  Shouldn’t we give our readers a lot of bang for their buck?
Joanna’s website is www.joannaslan.com.  She blogs at joannaslan.blogspot.com and on Mondays at killerhobbies.blogspot.com.  She also sends out a free e-zine with scrapbook freebies and ideas. Folks can get that by emailing her at savetales@aol.com and putting “e-zine” in the subject line or by signing up at her website.  You can reach her by email at joannaslan@aol.com.


Susan Evans is struggling to finish her book, The Invisibility Trick, while trying to get some kind of a handle on the short story process.



























An example of Joanna’s scrapbooking





A rape therapist in South Africa uses my book Scrapbook Storytelling to help victims see themselves as triumphant survivors rather than victims.





I love entertaining myself with my stories.





You see, we think of suspense novels as thrill rides, right?  Why can’t a cozy be a thrill ride, too?  
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