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Six or seven years ago while I was conducting an interview with novelist Thomas McGuane, he and I were discussing some of the essential differences between writing journalism and fiction. McGuane remarked upon the fact that nearly all the journalists of his acquaintance aspired to be novelists, and he was referring to some very good writers such as Hunter Thompson and Thomas Wolfe, the latter of whom, of course, has since actually published a novel. Because interviewers frequently have to play the stooge, asking question to which they may already know the answers in order to let the subjects do the talking, I asked Tom McGuane why, if these journalists,  as talented and successful as they were,  really wanted to write novels so badly,  didn't they?  And McGuane, who as anyone who has ever held a conversation with him can attest, is more often than not right on the money, looked at me, paused a beat,  then uttered the obvious: "Well,  because it's so hard.” Indeed.

Nearly all the journalists of my acquaintance as well harbor private aspirations to become novelists.   We talk quietly, almost reverentially about the novel we intend one day to write, or about the novel we have already written, the one that resides in the bottom desk drawer or in the back of the closet, in various stages of completion. Perhaps it is complete, and our agent is trying to "place" it, but it's already made the round of a dozen or so publishing houses, and now we're thinking about re-writing it to make it more commercial, (or else just better.). As working journalists we never quite seem to have the time or the money to devote to it right now,  but we mean to get to it,  and the dream that we will one day make the quantum leap of both faith and talent from journalism to fiction holds at bay the nagging fear that we may end up just another journalistic John Doe--fated to the eternal anonymity of the minor leagues.   For me it's a fear as compelling in its own way as that which many single women are said to suffer of ending up bag ladies. Given the often niggardly pay scale of the writing profession many freelance journalists share that one too, though most of us have resigned ourselves to it.   I rather expect to end up a bag man, joining the growing ranks of the homeless in America, all my meagre possessions in a shopping cart, still firing off endless query letters to penurious publications which in any case often don't bother to respond.   No, if I hadn’t allowed for the possibility of financial ruin from the beginning, I’d have chosen another profession; that’s the least of my worries.   What's really got me scared is that I won't ever get to be a novelist.
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