
 
 

Wow, That Would Make A Great Novel! 
By Michael H. Rubin 

 
How many times have you been talking about a matter and 

heard yourself (or someone else) say, “That would make a great novel!” 
And, you’ve thought, “Writing a novel should be easy. After all, I’m a 
lawyer. I write for a living.” 

Since the LSU Press published my debut legal-historical thriller, 
The Cottoncrest Curse, I’ve had the opportunity to meet and talk to a 
few lawyer-novelists about how they found time to write and if they 
thought their legal training had helped them in their writing careers. 

Novelist Marcia Clark, the prosecutor in the O.J. Simpson case, 
told me, “I always wanted to write since I’ve been a kid.” She said that 
the practice of law provided the framework for her novels because 
litigators have to think like “a story teller in putting together a case for a 
jury.” 

Sheldon Siegel, a New York Times best-selling author of seven legal thrillers and a 
California transactional lawyer with a full-time practice, said he writes fiction whenever he can 
find time. He uses his knowledge of the law to create authenticity but cautions that, in writing 
thrillers involving legal issues, you have to “skip the boring parts” and “resist the urge to write in 
legalese.” 

Scott Turow and Brad Meltzer, both renowned thriller authors, always knew they wanted 
to be writers, and both had success in writing before they began to practice law. 

Turow was a fellow at the creative writing program at Stanford. He had an agent who 
obtained a contract for his first book, One L, while he was still in law school. Turow often speaks 
about his writing process, emphasizing that the most important thing to do is to write and keep 
on writing. He said his first drafts are far from his finished product and the real skill is in the 
rewriting, but, unless you have completed the initial version of a manuscript, you can’t pare 
away and shape the novel into its final form. 

Meltzer not only writes thrillers and children’s books but also hosts “Decoded” on the 
History Channel. Like Turow, he obtained a signed contract for his first novel while still in law 
school. Unlike Turow, however, Meltzer never practiced law. After graduation, he became a full-
time author. Meltzer said that law school “taught me to research, write and argue,” and “it taught 
me how to be succinct, to get to the point, and to have focus.” 

In July 2015 at ThrillerFest, a convention for thriller authors and their fans held in New 
York City, Turow and several other New York Times best-selling authors described their writing 
process. Some have specific numerical goals in mind, writing until they have achieved a certain 
number of pages or words a day. Others write in concerted spurts. Some spend time developing 
detailed outlines while others simply have a germ of an idea, start writing, and let the plot 
develop. 



The method by which these authors write their first drafts is similarly varied. Some said 
they do everything on a computer. Others write in longhand. Still others dictate their prose. 

Regardless of how, where or when they write, all the lawyer-authors with whom I’ve 
spoken agree on three things. 

The first is to write and keep writing. It is important to get the story down on paper; you 
can refine it later. 

The second is to finish what you start. Don’t give up halfway. Complete the manuscript 
so that you have your entire storyline down. 

Third, the most important aspect of being a successful author is to acknowledge that the 
hardest work comes in editing and re-editing, eliminating everything that is unnecessary to the 
story or slows down the pace. They all maintain that they found their literary “voice,” the 
distinctive style that each has that draws readers in, through the process of editing their 
manuscripts. 

So when you hear someone say, “That would make a great novel,” you’re on your way. 
All you have to do is complete your first draft and edit until it’s perfect. As Nelson DeMille, the 
world-famous thriller writer, told me, “There are a lot of words in the dictionary. All you have to 
do is to find the right ones and put them in the right order. Then you have a novel!” 
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