
TThe unreliable narraTor came to prominence with Gillian Flynn’s deli-
ciously dark Gone Girl (Crown ‘12), but if Flynn made the difficult 
female anti-hero a star, then Ruth Ware perfected it. Her debut novel, 
In a Dark, Dark Wood (Gallery/Scout, ‘15), was an instant bestseller, 
and her followup, The Woman in Cabin 10 (Gallery/Scout), is 
poised to top the charts when it releases this month. Her psychologi-
cal suspense stories are works of art, and her ability to keep readers 
feeling the tension from first page to last is sure to win her more fans 
when In a Dark, Dark Wood is translated for the big screen thanks 
to Reese Witherspoon’s production company, Pacific Standard.

We caught up with Ware as she was doing the final edits on 
The Woman in Cabin 10 to discuss her new release, what it 
means for her to have women at the center of her stories and 
to try to pry out of her some hints about what she’s working on 
next. (Spoiler alert: She won’t tell us.)

Your debut novel, In a Dark, Dark Wood, had 
a huge buzz around it last summer and, upon 
release, became a bestseller. What was it like to 
have your first book perform so well right out of 
the gate? Oh — just amazing. I don’t think I was expecting 
anyone apart from my mother-in-law and my best friends to buy 
it. I have still not stopped pinching myself after the experience 
of seeing it listed on the New York Times bestseller list. I try not 
to think about it too much, or I would probably end up with rag-
ing imposter syndrome!

When it came time to write The Woman in Cabin 
10, did the success of In a Dark, Dark Wood influ-
ence the story you wrote? Was there added pres-
sure because your debut had done so well, or did 
you already have your sophomore release figured 
out before your bestseller status? Well in fact, I had 
already written the majority of The Woman in Cabin 10 when In 
a Dark, Dark Wood came out, which was probably a good thing. 
The period leading up to publication is always the tensest time, 
I’m finding, and it’s easy to go a little crazy, sitting at home with 
nothing to do while everyone else beavers away on your book. The 
best cure is writing something else. That said, I found it really hard 
to get Lo’s voice at first — I was still editing Wood and had Nora in 
my head, and trying to edit in one voice and write in another felt a 
lot like rubbing my tummy while patting my head.

In a Dark, Dark Wood was recently optioned for 
film by Reese Witherspoon’s production company. 
What did it feel like when you got the news? Did 
you ever imagine this kind of success when you 
began writing? It was an incredibly surreal moment — it was 
the school holidays, and I was walking my kids back from the park.  
It was raining, and I was trudging along, with the rain dripping 
down my glasses and the kids complaining about their tired legs, 

and my phone rang and it was my agent saying “So, Reese With-
erspoon loves your book, and … ” And I was just standing there 
on this street corner in the rain, holding about four bags and two 
scooters, and no hands left for an umbrella, thinking this is so not 
how I imagined this moment, and yet it’s kind of … perfect?

With The Woman in Cabin 10, you’ve delved 
deeper into the “unreliable narrator” trope. But 
you’ve done it in a very different way than what’s 
been done before — there’s no evidence of a crime 
at all, except in Lo’s mind. Where did you get the 
idea for this story? Did you want her to seem as 
unreliable as she was, or did things simply end up 
that way as you got further into the story? It’s really 
interesting you say that because, actually, I don’t think of Lo as a 
particularly unreliable narrator. She doesn’t always put two and 
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two together right, but then 
neither do we (the readers, I 
mean). I guess I see a differ-
ence between an unreliable 
narrator (who is someone 
I would class as funda-
mentally untrustworthy or 
deliberately deceptive) and 
a fallible one. I’d call Lo the 
latter, although I can see that 
as a reader, it has the same 
effect on the narrative.

What is the appeal of 
the unreliable nar-
rator for you? What 
do you think makes 
this kind of anti-hero 
appealing to readers? Partly, it’s just plain fun to write, and 
to read. I think people read psychological thrillers partly for the 
emotional roller coaster, but also for the cerebral puzzle-solving 
aspect — it’s always fun to try to think ahead of the writer and 
work out what they’re doing and where they’re tricking you. Having 
an unreliable narrator just adds another layer to that.

However, I also think it’s more true to life in a way — we all view 
events through our own prism of experiences and perception, and 
when you’re dealing with a first-person narrator, you have to ac-
knowledge that. Anyone who thinks they have the one, true account 
of reality is kidding themselves. I don’t mean that in a Matrix-esque 
“nothing is real!” kind of way, but just that it’s a fact that two people 
can view the exact same sequence of events and their narratives 
will be completely different. One person’s “boy waiting for a friend 
on a street corner” is another person’s “sinister man casing the 
street.” Acknowledging that your narrator doesn’t necessarily see or 
remember events in an unbiased way is just realistic, really. 

When it came to crafting the mystery for The Wom-
an in Cabin 10, what was the most difficult part? 
From the start, it’s unclear if there’s been a murder, 
and throughout the book, the mystery gets more 
and more twisty and convoluted. What does it take 
to plot such a story? I had the basic structure in my head 
right from the start, but the timeline was complicated, in terms of 
what to reveal when, and also in terms of making sure that every-
thing happens in the right chronological order, as well as the right 
order within the narrative. The story is interspersed with snippets 
from newspapers and emails, which act as important reveals, but 
it took a lot of work to get those in the right place, in terms of how 
the reader interprets them. 

Probably the trickiest thing to balance is how much to explain 
versus how much to allow your reader to figure out. I tend to 
prefer to trust the reader to put two and two together, but it’s 
not always clear to me if I’ve given enough pointers for people to 
do that, because of course I know exactly what’s going on, so it 
seems very obvious to me. I get a lot of feedback from my editors 
and other readers, and there was a fair bit of tweaking to ensure 
I’d spelled things out sufficiently for most people. It’s hard, 
though, because you’ll never get the balance exactly right — you 
can’t legislate for the fact that some people will be reading the 

book cover-to-cover and 
pondering every paragraph, 
while others will be dipping 
in and out on their way 
to work, and occasionally 
turning two pages at once 
by mistake. What’s obvious 
to some people is frustrat-
ingly vague to others.

One of the great 
things about your 
books — aside from 
the sheer delight 
readers get from 
trying to solve the 
mysteries — is that 
you put the women 

front and center and really let them be flawed 
and confused as well as making them the heroes 
of their own stories. they may be unreliable and 
imperfect, but you allow them to save themselves, 
too. Was this a conscious decision? Thank you! I take 
that as a huge compliment. I don’t know really — I guess I could 
go all Joss Whedon and say “because you’re still asking me that 
question!” but I think the truth is, it wasn’t a conscious decision, 
it’s simply that those characters are the ones who are most inter-
esting to me, and the interior lives I feel I know most about. 

I do see a lot of criticism of female characters across all genres 
for not being likable, or for making poor choices — and that’s not 
something that exists only in fiction, it applies just as much to real 
life women. And I guess until we forgive our female characters for 
screwing up and making mistakes, we’re never going to forgive 
ourselves for the same things. 

Relationships play a big part in your heroines’ 
mysteries: Nora’s friendship with Clare and her 
unresolved relationship with her ex in In a Dark, 
Dark Wood, and Lo’s relationship with her ex, 
Ben, in The Woman in Cabin 10, all of which are 
strained. What made you decide to include these 
relationships in your stories? Did you know when 
you were coming up with the basic plots that such 
relationships would be important parts of the 
stories? I hadn’t really thought it about it until you pointed it out 
— but I guess it’s true! It wasn’t anything conscious — I think it’s 
simply that our important relationships are so formative in who 
we are, and from a writerly perspective, tension tends to be what 
makes events on the page interesting. Strained relationships are 
inherently more interesting and fun to write than easy ones!

What are you working on next? What can readers 
expect from you? As I mentioned, I don’t like sitting on my 
hands, and find the best cure for pre-publication nerves is writing 
another book, so perhaps it should be no surprise that I’m hard 
at work on number three. It’s at an early stage, so I can’t say too 
much, but I’m very excited about it. G

For more information, go to the author’s website  
at RuthWare.com.
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