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Book Keeping: The 
'Wonderful High' Of A 
Bidding War
Former Glamour columnist turns eight short 
stories into six-figure gold
By Peggy Bourjaily – June 6, 2007

Short story collections are legendary in 
the publishing world as tough sells. 
However, Lesley Dormen's The Best Place 
to Be -- A Novel in Stories (Simon & 
Schuster 2007) had multiple editors from 
top houses vying for her stories. With a 
few mild tweaks, linking them more 
closely and marketing the book as a novel 
in linked stories, she crossed the finish 
line with a six-figure advance. The Best 
Place to Be has been called a love song to 
New York, to women and to boomers. In a 
series of eight linked, non-linear stories, 
we follow Grace Hanford through her days 

as a coed, her extended singledom in New York and ending in her middle age where 
Grace finds love, and that the best place to be is in between the past and the future 
in the contented present. Lesley Dormen opens up about coming to fiction later in 
life, getting an agent, the thrill of a bidding war and her plans for the future.

You were originally a writer for 
magazines and a columnist at 
Glamour. Tell me a little about 
that.
I wrote for all of the women's 
magazines, mostly in the 80s and 90s. 
I started out wanting to write fiction 
when I first came to New York, but I quickly needed to earn a living. I fell into 
magazine writing because I knew someone who worked for Mademoiselle at the 
time. One thing lead to the other, and the work came to me pretty easily. I had 
the column in Glamour and contracts with a number of magazines over the years. 
It was wonderful. I could support myself as a writer -- I mean barely and not by 
any normal person's standard. It was great and I got to write.

Are you still writing for magazines?
I do still write for them. It's hard to say no when somebody calls you up. It's 
interesting because all of the editors whom I've worked with over these many 
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years were, at the time, articles editors or associate editors. They're now at the 
top of the masthead. The women's magazines were really good to me, and I count 
these people among my friends. So I still do write for them and it's wonderful to be 
asked.

Do you find it's a good break from fiction writing?
Yeah! I complain about it like most freelance writers who want more challenging 
work, but that bread and butter work is hard to say no to. You can grumble about 
it, but it does clear your head for a while, especially when you're in between and 
things are sort of germinating. It's always good to procrastinate with some sort of 
writing. At least when I'm procrastinating the fiction part of my life, I can feel like 
I'm accomplishing something in another writing part of my life. So, I don't feel 
totally useless.

How did you turn to writing fiction?
Originally, I wrote a handful of short stories through some of the writing 
workshops that were available in the city at the time, like NYU and the New 
School. It never occurred to me to get an MFA. I was just your basic English 
major. These were days when MFA programs for writers barely existed outside of 
Iowa. [In the late 90s,] a friend called me up and said, 'I'm taking a fiction writing 
course at this place called The Writer's Studio. Do you want to come?' Because it 
was within walking distance of where I lived, it didn't seem threatening. I just 
went into level I and I loved it. It was made for where I was at that point in my life 
in terms of my writing ambitions. It re-awakened my fiction ambitions. My friend 
dropped out and I stayed. I liked being in an anonymous place. I'd been a published 
writer and had written a couple books. I knew how much I didn't know and I was 
ready to start again and get at the stories I wanted to tell that I wasn't able to do 
in my late 20s and 30s.

How did the idea for a book come about?
When I was in a level IV class, I began working on the first story that became a 
finished story. It was very short. It was the "I Asked My Mother" story. I tapped 
into that voice, that Grace voice, and that was the first story published.

Where was your first story published?
It took a complicated route. First, I sent it to the Three Penny Review, and the 
editor, Wendy Lesser. I heard her interviewed on NPR one afternoon, and Three 
Penny Review was a prestigious literary journal. So, I just sent it off and within a 
week, she sent me a check and a note that she wanted it. I was still workshopping 
it, so she said to send it back to her. I had changed the ending slightly and I sent 
to her with the slightly changed ending with a note saying, 'I hope you agree that 
this is an improvement and if not, please let me know.' It was very deferential. 
She express mailed the story back to me and said, 'I'm returning the story. We 
have very different aesthetic ideas about it. Don't ever change a story once it's 
been accepted by an editor. You can keep the check.' It was just like Cinderella 
being turned back into the chimneysweeper. So, I recovered from that and sent it 
out elsewhere. It was eventually taken by Five Points.

Which stories [in The Best Place To Be] have been previously published 
in magazines and journals?
[Six out of the eight were previously published in various literary journals and 
magazines.] "I Asked My Mother" was published in Five Points. "The Old Economy 
Husband" was published in The Atlantic Monthly. "The Best Place to Be" was 
published in Glimmer Train. "Curvy" was published in Ploughshares. "The Secret of 
Drawing" is coming out online as a second serial. "Gladiators" was in Open City
and Ladies' Home Journal reran it last month.

Did publishing in literary magazines help you in selling your book?
I think it's always good to have publication credits. Two of my stories ended up in 
Best American Short Stories' 100 notable stories of the year. It's such a small 
world, the world of literary fiction, that I think you learn very quickly to have the 
most modest of expectations.

When did you think this character could take on an entire book?
I've been thinking about that a lot because of this whole notion of linked 
collections. I really hoped, but I could only think one paragraph at a time or one 
sentence at a time. I knew there was so much more this character had to say. I 
thought if I could get enough of this character together, this could be a book!

Why a novel in short stories? Does it have to do with short stories being 
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a hard sell?
Oh, definitely. There's no question about it. There were -- when I was selling the
book -- several editors at various houses who were interested [and] wanted to talk 
to me. Every one of them wanted to know how I felt about calling the book a novel. 
They were very frank about short story collections being difficult to sell. I didn't 
mind because I really did feel that it was a novel in stories. When I did sign with 
Simon & Schuster and began to work with my editor, Marysue Rucci, she helped 
me expand some of the stories to fill in places where it didn't quite knit together as 
a whole. [We tied in] information and various motivations that were missing when 
you read the thing as a whole.

How long to write your book?
I'd say six years.

Did you look for an agent before selling your book or did you already 
have one?
I really didn't. I've been sort of lazy that way. Agents have sought me out at 
various times in my life through my magazine work, which is kind of what 
happened with the book. [After "I Asked My Mother" was published,] I very quickly 
began working on "The Old Economy Husband." I really liked it and I called an 
agent, Beth Vesel of Sanford Greenberg whom I'd been friendly with. I said, 'Would 
you be willing to send this out for me? I want to send it to the New Yorker.' She 
loved the story and sent it to the New Yorker. Two months later, it got rejected 
with a note that said, "This came really close," which was completely thrilling. 
Within a couple of months, The Atlantic Monthly bought it. That was around 2001 
and then, I just kept going. She [Beth Vesel] took on a couple more [stories]. 
Because she didn't specialize in fiction, I began to think that I needed someone -- 
now that I was getting closer to a book -- who was more of a fiction agent. But 
then, an agent, [Leslie Falk of McCormick & Williams,] just called me because of 
an essay I'd written in Elle and I ended up going with that agency.

Did you have to write a book proposal?
No. My agent wanted to take [the project] out earlier and did when there were only 
five stories. I had an offer at the time from a really good house, and they wanted 
the stories plus a novel. I couldn't do it. I just psychologically could not. I wasn't 
done with whatever this was going to become and to tie myself into a novel just 
felt oppressive. It took me another two years to finish.

What happened when you finished?
[My agents,] David McCormick, with the help of Leslie Falk, came up with their
plan of who they thought would respond to the work. That's how they sent it out a 
year ago. Several editors were immediately interested enough to talk with me. It 
kind of all happened very fast. Even before all the other responses had come in, 
there was a little bit of a bidding war.

Were you surprised?
It was such a wonderful high. It was just thrilling. Some of the editors had seen 
the collection two years earlier and had said at the time, "Please show me this 
when you're finished."

What were your expectations before you sold it?
I hoped somebody wanted it! I was a little encouraged because the stories had 
been published and I had had an offer from a good house a couple years earlier. 
When you're a writer, it's like you're up, you're down, you're up, you're down, so I 
had no idea.

Can you describe how you handled this bidding war?
It was handled through McCormick & Williams. The editors who were seriously 
interested all wanted to speak with me, and I had telephone conversation with 
each one of them. I guess they wanted to get a feel of me and for me to get a feel 
of them. It was good and it was difficult. Eventually, they dropped off as it became 
more than they could spend for a story collection. In the end, I had to choose 
between Simon & Schuster and Scribner.

How did you choose between Scribner and Simon & Schuster?
That was terrible. That was like the worst thing because David Rosenthal, [Simon 
& Schuster's publisher,] and Marysue Rucci [an editor at Simon & Schuster] had 
been really the ones fighting hardest and really courting me the hardest. Nan 
Graham, [the editor-in-chief] at Scribner, was one of those editors who had loved 
the five stories two years earlier. I had saved that note of hers that my agent had 



passed along to me at the time. It was so precious to me, the encouragement. 
So, I had a really hard time because Scribner was the more literary of the 
imprints. My agent couldn't make [the decision] for me. He could only give me 
advice in terms of other publishing experiences he'd had with other houses. In the 
end, Simon & Schuster just won me because they just seemed to love it so much.

What kind of deal did you get?
I got just a one-book deal. I didn't want a two-book deal. I didn't feel that a 
two-book deal would be in my best interest creatively. Like many writers, I feel 
freest when I can just wander off, unobserved, and let myself wander my way into 
an idea.

What was the advance?
They gave me $100,000 for the stories. I couldn't believe it. My expectations were
not that large, so I was enormously heartened by it.

You had fellowships at Yaddo and Macdowell. How did that influence or 
help your writing?
Oh God. The Macdowell fellowship was in the summer of 2004. It was an
extraordinary experience. I had never been to an artist colony before. I was 
completely thrilled to be accepted. I spent two months there and basically 
rewrote one story and began another. And then the Yaddo fellowship was later that 
same year. I spent just a few weeks at Yaddo where I wrote the first draft of the 
last story I wrote for the collection: "General Strike."

Do you have a writing schedule?
No, I don't. I am very much when something is cooking, I'm back and forth,
stirring the pot. It's very much about the work drawing me back. I'm either 
avoiding the work or I'm tangling with it. When I'm engaged with something, my 
process is that I'm very much aware that I'm either resisting or actively moving 
forward and trying to overcome the resistance. It's constantly trying to overcome 
not wanting to do it, until I'm there and I disappear into it.

Once the book was bought, how many drafts 
did you go through?
It was a very minor edit. There was some discussion 
of writing another story. I played with that for a while 
and then I just really couldn't do it. I couldn't do it on 
command, and it was never a deal breaker. That's 
how we came to the other choice of working in 
material in various places in existing stories. 
Marysue is a very fine editor and a very sensitive 
reader, and her read of it alerted me to psychological 
complexities or unanswered questions that I didn't 
consciously know were there. Once I did the weaving 
in, I was done. That's the advantage of selling a 
finished piece of work.

You have blurbs from very well known authors like Julia Glass and Dani 
Shapiro. How did you make those happen?
It was total chutzpah on my part. Dani Shapiro, Kathryn Harrison, and I had 
appeared in a couple of the same anthologies and we had met over the years. So, 
Dani, I just emailed and reminded her of when we met, and asked her if she would 
be willing. She wrote me back immediately and said she would be. Kathryn also 
wrote me back immediately. They were both so generous. Julia Glass, because 
she read at The Writer's Studio, I had been in contact with her. She and I had 
come up together through the women's magazines. We had that in common, so I 
felt a connection with her and was able to ask. They came through in the nicest 
way.

Did you hire a publicist?
No, [I have one] through Simon & Schuster. In talking to people I know in the
industry on the issue of hiring a publicist, they said this book would be review 
driven. What you're doing through your own contacts and what you can help Simon 
& Schuster do on your own behalf is really all you can do.

Are you going on a book tour?
When I went in to meet with the head of publicity at Simon & Schuster, the very
first thing they tell you is they're not sending you on a book tour because it doesn't 
sell books. And, they said, "We're going to limit your readings to New York City. 



Anything you want to do beyond that on your own, you're going to have to do on 
your own dime, and we will support the effort however we can." Simon & Schuster 
paid all New York City reading expenses. In the two additional cities where I read, 
they arranged the readings and paid all expenses related to the readings (posters, 
media escorts, getting to and from the various bookstores and studios). I paid for 
travel to those cities; I stayed with friends and family.

Did you get any mentions from the magazines you write for?
Simon & Schuster gave me a media lunch back in November where they invited
the long lead magazine editors, many of whom I knew. All my various contacts in 
the magazine world, plus their efforts to snag the attention of people early on, 
gave me coverage in just about every women's magazine. It's already been in 
Oprah. It's in the May Elle, the April More and AARP.

Do you have a Web site?
I do have a Web site. The Web site was my idea and I absorbed the cost.

Any movie plans?
No, I knew all along that because the book doesn't have an instantly recognizable
high-concept plot. I can think of a lot of ways it could make a movie, but it 
wouldn't get a lot of attention because it's a woman's story and it's somewhat 
plotless.

Are you writing another book?
I've already talked through two more ideas with Marysue at Simon & Schuster. I
know -- aside from their contractual desire to have the right of first refusal - that 
they want me. It's really up to me about how I'm going to do it. I don't think I 
work well under contract for my fiction. I certainly do need it for magazine stuff. 
The next book will definitely be a novel. I know that I am much more able to write 
with a highly honed sense of chapters or sections. Of the two ideas I have, one is a 
pretty well thought out extension using the Grace narrator to take on some very 
different subject matter and to do it over a very limited time frame. The other is 
less developed and more ambiguous right now, with a different narrator. It's 
probably the one I'll go to next because it just feels more challenging and good to 
take a break from this narrator.

[Peggy Bourjaily is a freelance and fiction writer living in New York. She can be 
reached at pb AT peggybourjaily DOT com.]
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  Tell Us What You Think

Posted by Melissa Olson Cunningham, 6/11/2007 3:06:55 PM
Hi Peggy,
I've read a lot of author interviews and you seem like a very down-to-earth, 
authentic person. Contratulations on your novel. I also admire that you are 
blatantly honest about not being comfortable writing fiction under a contract. I'm 
currently querying agents for my manuscript which was the first piece of fiction I 
ever finished. I was relieved to see it took you six years to finish your novel. That's 
exactly how long I've been working on mine. Now I'm working on a couple of short 
stories. I guess I sort of did things backwards. Anyway, best of luck. Any advice 
you might have on short story writing would be greatly appreciated! If not, I'm 
sure I'll learn a great deal just from reading your new book.
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