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Best-Selling Novelist David Baldacci: Virginia Native and Fairfax County Neighbor
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David Baldacci. 


By Joseph Elias Hight 

David Baldacci writes best-selling novels. He has been doing it for the past 10 years while living in Vienna with his wife, Michelle; their daughter, 13; and son, 10. Baldacci's Absolute Power (Warner Books) rose to number one on the New York Times best seller list in 1996. Then it became a movie starring Clint Eastwood. Over the next 10 years, Baldacci wrote 11 additional best sellers, all published by Warner Books. 

Baldacci's latest novel, The Collectors (2006), was number seven on the Times best seller list in mid-December. His newest novel, Simple Genius, comes out in May, and another will be available in October. At this pace, you might think he is writing hundreds of words every day, just slaving at his writing desk and cranking out the words. 

"No, I don't write every day, and I don't count the number of words or aim to accumulate a given number when I write," he says. "That would be an artificial goal. But I am constantly thinking of writing." 

He thinks of plots, situations or characters in his head in a kind of "pre-writing," Baldacci adds. So when he sits down to write, he has a lot of material to put into words. 

Baldacci remembers being interested in stories and storytelling as a boy. When he was eight years old, his mother bought him a notebook so he could write his own stories. He was a constant reader. One of the first books he remembers was a story about a magic squirrel. The memory is so vivid that he sought out and found a copy of that book for his current library. 

The love of stories may be what is preserving the boyish charm of the 46-year-old author. His neatly cut, dark brown hair is impeccably combed and styled. People magazine in 1997 named him one of the 50 most beautiful people in the world. Michelle got a big laugh out of that, he said. 

Baldacci graduated from Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond, majoring in political science, and earned a law degree from the University of Virginia. During his years as a student, Baldacci wrote short stories in his spare time. After taking a job as an attorney and moving to Alexandria, he continued writing short stories and screen plays but without much success. 

In despair, he tried novel writing. It took him three years to write Absolute Power, a story about the president's mistress being killed by Secret Service agents. Michelle was the first reader of his many drafts, and his first critic. It took two years after he finished writing the book to get it published. 

Baldacci told me that he and Michelle remember the day they heard from his agent that Warner Books would publish the book. Thrilled, they could hardly wait to tell their friends they had some news they wanted to announce in person. Baldacci said their friends could think of only two things he and Michelle were about to announce-that Michelle was pregnant or, horrors, that he and Michelle were getting a divorce. None of them guessed that his novel was about to be published. 

Baldacci says he gets the same thrill when he gets a new novel published as he did the first time. When I met Baldacci recently, he was neatly dressed in slacks and a dark burgundy-colored shirt. He was soft-spoken with a polite manner that evokes his upbringing in Richmond. He grew up in a working-class family, the youngest of three children. His father worked for a trucking company and his mother for Chesapeake and Potomac Telephone Company. 

All but two of David Baldacci's best-selling novels are thrillers, and plot lines involve conspiracies. The two exceptions are Christmas Train (2002) and Wish You Well (2000), the latter dedicated to his Scots-Irish mother who grew up in the hills of southwestern Virginia, the setting of the story. 

Baldacci says he writes his books to entertain, but also to inform. His stories are filled with details about the Secret Service, the CIA and many Washington, DC, and nearby Virginia and Maryland locales. And there are lessons preached, some subtle, some not. In The Camel Club, a ransom note in a political kidnapping lists nine demands on the U.S. government that might be described as adding up to a more enlightened foreign policy and a less belligerent United States. 

During my meeting with Baldacci, I asked the novelist to recommend a first read for those who might be sampling him for the first time. He suggested his first book, Absolute Power. I presume he would hope you won't stop there. 

Baldacci and Michelle have founded the Wish You Well Foundation to support family literacy in the United States. Readers can find out more at www.wishyouwellfoundation.org/.
