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 Introduction


We are always afraid to start something that
 
we want to make very good, true, and serious.

—Brenda Ueland, IF YOU WANT TO WRITE


 
It is Saturday, the fifteenth of July, early evening. Today has been nonstop. Between making phone calls, watering our parched garden, running to the library to return videos and check out more, going to the farmers market, doing laundry, and making a tray of lasagna, I doubt I remembered to breathe, much less write.

I fall into a wicker chair at the kitchen table, kick off my sandals, and take a breath, savoring a moment's respite before the next round of busyness. Any second now my son, Travis; stepson, Denney; and husband, Brian, will walk through the door, along with Brian's sister Sue and her three kids. Perhaps they'll stay for dinner, or we may all go to the fair, or at least down to the beach to watch the sunset. So why even sit down to write when I'll soon have to stop, perhaps even before I get started?

The answer swoops in: Because I have time, precious time, of which there is too little. I could do a million other things with these few minutes—sort through the stacks of my magazines and newspapers, which grow higher with each passing day; polish the tarnished silver-plated pitcher that sits atop the fridge; catch up on e-mail—but I haven't yet written. So I force myself to sit at the kitchen table with a notebook and jot down a few words, which soon become paragraphs. By the time the crowd arrives and I have to stop, I have the beginning of something I just may want to work with.

 The blank page can be the scariest aspect of writing, especially when you are beginning. All that emptiness glaring back at you—it can unnerve the hardiest of writers. Yet, in all my years of teaching, I've found that students overcome that fear fairly easily; as you realize you have stories inside that are yours alone, deserving to be released, you will have no problem filling pages. But the real creativity-killer—the obstacle so severe that I've seen it stop promising writers before they even have a chance to begin—is time. With jobs, children, partners, and running their households to juggle, women in particular are busier than ever, with no space to nurture our creative selves.

I'm like every other woman I know: I have too much to do and too little time to do it in. I have a nine-year-old son, article deadlines, an hour-long weekly radio show interviewing writers. I edit a writers publication, teach creative writing at the UC Irvine Extension, hold private writing workshops in my home, volunteer at my son's school and at church. Did I mention I also have a husband, friends, one cat, two tanks of fish, and I like to spend time reading, cooking, baking, hunting for collectibles, making beaded jewelry, and walking? Finding a few hours straight, let alone an entire day, to write? Ha!

But in my experience—with my own writing as well as that of my students—the problem isn't just a lack of time. The problem is that we tell ourselves we need more time to write than we do. We're sure we need an hour to write anything coherent. So when we can't find that perfect hour when the phone promises to remain silent, when our loved ones are contentedly busy, and when nothing will be demanded of us, we don't write at all.

 Faced by a writing project and the sprawl of free time, many of us while away the hours talking on the phone or reading magazines and newspapers, staring at the TV, going shopping or to the movies. We sit in cafés, talking, taking it all in—research, we call it. Pretty soon it's impossible to get the pen moving anymore; as time runs out and the deadline looms, paralysis sets in.

When you are starting out, or even considering becoming a writer, it's easy to feel overwhelmed. In the writing world, myths abound: Real writers, aspiring writers are told, write for an hour a day or produce a thousand words or three pages or more daily. Such prescriptions for time or page count are daunting, to say the least. Who has that much time or that much to say!

The truth is, you can get a lot done in just fifteen minutes a day. We all have at least fifteen minutes somewhere—while the pasta boils, while a child bathes, while we're on hold with the phone company or on a coffee break or at lunch. It's amazing how much you can get done when you just chip-chip-chip away at something. In fifteen minutes, you can write a page and in a year you will have the first draft of a novel. Working in fifteen-minute segments also forces you to focus, which can help you to, at the very least, get started on something.

I know this from personal experience, because my writing life changed when I started taking advantage of those extra minutes in my day. Over the years I've started (and finished) articles, stories, and poems, and even a couple of unpublished novels in those snatches of time. Recently, as I waited in the car at my son's soccer practice, I wrote a draft of a magazine column. I couldn't find writing paper anywhere in the car, but in the trunk, under the folded-up cart I use at flea markets, I found a brown shopping bag and covered its sides and bottom with a first draft.


 Using fifteen-minute segments truly can start you on the road to becoming a writer. I have seen this over and over with my students: When they give even small chunks of time to writing, incredible things begin to happen. Resistance to writing evaporates and is replaced with a feeling of fun and discovery. Ideas and creativity pour out. You even begin to appreciate your writing voice and your own unique style. This was why I wrote this book: to share that transformation with even more busy women and to say, yes, it is possible to write, no matter how maxed out your life seems.

Unsure where to begin? Don't worry, I'll hold your hand every step of the way. My approach in this book is all about having fun and enjoying writing. Yes, writing is hard work, but as you work your way through these pages, you'll find that writing is fun hard work. There is a thrill to filling blank pages with words. When the words are flowing, few things could be better. Even professional writers I know turn to the sorts of exercises in this book because they tap into our deepest sources of creativity and make writing fun once again.

As your attitude toward time and writing changes, so will your writing habits. Seeing the pages mounting—because you've been giving your writing just a little bit of attention—you'll be inspired to write more and more often. Sometimes fifteen minutes will snowball into something grand—a half hour, an hour, or more—causing you to completely overlook the grout you meant to clean, the hydrangeas you meant to fertilize, and the pantry that desperately needs reorganizing. Tend to your writing daily, and soon finding the time to write will become second nature; when this happens you'll know you are living a writer's life.

Jodi Picoult is the author of eleven novels written in eleven years. She also has three children, a husband, and a full life. She says if she hadn't used those spare bits of time that everyone has, she never could have accomplished as much.

"Eleven years ago when I started writing professionally, I had just had a baby and was living under this gross misconception that he would sit at my feet and watch me work," says Picoult. "That was not happening! By the time I had three children, I learned I had to write in the ten minutes they were napping or when Barney was on TV or when they weren't hitting each other over the head with a sippy cup. At any spare moment I could, I was in front of my computer cranking something out. Because of that, I didn't have the luxury of writer's block. I actually don't buy into it. Very little of writing, in my opinion, is waiting for the muse to hit you. Quite a lot of it is sitting there and hammering it out. Some days you write beautifully and other days you just know you're cranking out garbage. But it's always easier to edit garbage than to edit a blank page. That level of discipline has stayed with me, and now, years later, when I have far more time to write, I still work on that schedule. It's being able to pick up the thread quickly and get back into where you left off."

 While my son was a baby, I also learned to use minutes here and there. I longed for entire days as I once had. Yet, I found that in a few minutes I could get something done. This book, for instance, began by using nuggets of time. Certain days I was lucky to get down ten words. But using minutes when I had them kept me plugged in and kept the work fresh in my mind. It's easy to lose the momentum with your writing and so very difficult to get it back, which is why everything changes when you embrace the idea of finding fifteen minutes for your writing every day. Doing so will help you do the most important thing: Visit your work daily and keep it fresh. Janet Fitch, author of White Oleander, put it best when she said, "You have to keep your writing on life support, and give it oxygen."

One of the biggest challenges I've encountered since beginning teaching in 1989 is getting my students to understand that they need to spend less time discussing writing, worrying about not being good enough or not having the time, and more time actually putting words down on paper. There's a special relationship between a writer and her work, and as with any relationship, it takes daily tending to thrive. Even on the busiest of days, you still find time to walk your dog, cuddle your cat, play with your child, talk with your significant other, e-mail your best friend, feed your goldfish, call your mother.

 So, start using those snatches of time buried in your daily routine. While the water's boiling, the coffee's dripping, during TV commercials, write. While your child bathes, sit in the bathroom with him and write about the bubbles, his babbling, his skin shiny like a seal's. As the broccoli steams, as the lasagna bakes, write about how your kitchen smells, or use that time to work on a project already under way. If you have a job outside the home, use your coffee breaks and lunchtime, or a portion of them, to write. Write while you commute. Write while waiting to see the doctor or dentist. You may not have enough time or concentration to do much of substance, but you can always make notes, record ideas, recall on paper what someone said or did that you want to remember. You have so much to say—more than you know. It's time to start getting it all down on paper.

By sharing with you how I, along with other authors, stay on the writing track, I've aimed to create a book that's both moving and practical, one that offers information and inspiration that reach far beyond my classes and radio signal, and into the hearts and minds—and fingertips—of writers everywhere. I hope that by using this book, you set your pen on fire and grow confidence in yourself as a writer. Nothing would please me more.


 Before You Begin




 Writing Like There's No Tomorrow


For me, writing something down was the only road out.
 
—Anne Tyler, in Janet Sternburg, ed.,

THE WRITER ON HER WORK



It took a while for me to get going as a writer. It wasn't until the beginning of my junior year at a private Vermont college that I knew I wanted to write, that I was desperate, actually, to be a writer. Once that knowledge took hold, there was no reconsidering my choice. I blazed along the writing path, writing hard, reading hard, making up for lost time. My advisers encouraged me. It was all good, all promising—no matter that writing was the biggest intellectual challenge of my life.

But when I graduated, the fact that I still had not transformed into Virginia Woolf or become a New Yorker writer sent me into a writer's block as big as Grand Central Station. It lasted a year. Finally the truth sank in: Not writing wasn't bringing me any closer to being like the writers I admired or to being published, and I so missed writing. I dove back in. There was no choice. I was a writer: I was miserable when I didn't write, and I wanted to write more than I wanted to do anything else. I had to write, come what may.


The deep desire to write is all you need to begin. Its power over you is bigger than the fear of rejection. Once you accept that you are a writer, you can overcome fear. I had to.

In every aspect of life, it's easy to let fear influence our decisions. We stick with jobs we hate for fear of ending up in ones that are worse. We stay in emotionally or physically abusive relationships because we are afraid to leave. And we put off writing because there's no time, we're sure we're no good, and who are we kidding, anyway? What makes me think I'll ever make it? This way, the dream of being a writer remains just that—a dream.

Putting aside fears in love, in life, and in writing is the only way to have a shot at achieving any measure of success.

When crime novelist Andrew Vachss came on my show, he talked about never giving up. "Spectators don't win fights, and the one fighting technique I have not seen fail yet is to just keep getting up. People shouldn't be discouraged, because they can go from everybody saying that they would never be published and all of a sudden, it's done. You never know. You're punching a wall, punching a wall, your hands are bloody and broken, and then all of a sudden the wall's down, not from any one punch but from the accumulated weight of all the punches. This is not a business for people who give up easily.


 Set your timer


Imagine a friend has come to you for help. She dreams of becoming a writer but is burdened by fears. She worries she has no talent and has nothing to say. Perhaps she worries she's taking precious time away from her family to pursue her selfish desire to write.

For fifteen minutes, write to that friend and give her hope. Dispel each of her fears, one by one, so that when she is through talking with you and revealing her heart, she will be willing to try giving the writing life her best effort. Your words need to inspire her and help her through this difficult time.





 Now, can you comfort yourself this way?

Imagine you are this person. Set the timer for fifteen minutes and, using your newfound outlook, write a letter to yourself about your plans and projects as a writer.

Be as specific as possible. What sorts of projects are you interested in? What would you like to write today? What is your ultimate goal? What is your most extravagant dream? Let what you jot down run the gamut from the most realistic project to the most outrageous imaginings. It's okay to dream on paper. In fact, writing down your goals can be a vital step toward accomplishing them.





 Late Bloomers


All fruits do not ripen in one season.
 
—Laure Junot, duchesse d' Abrantès,

MÉMOIRES HISTORIQUES

 
It was my last day at my last job where I worked as a word processor at a high-tech plant that made parts for missiles. (They also made prosthetic feet, mostly for motorcycle riders.) When I said good-bye to Ken, a supervisor in the factory who was twenty-five going on sixty, he said he planned to be with the company until retirement. His future was spelled out for him.

"Why?" I said, befuddled. "I mean, this place makes Kevlar parts. It's not exactly exciting stuff."

"They've got a great pension plan," he said.

"You're twenty-five!" I said.

He went on to say he felt old, that time had passed him by. And here I was, in my midthirties and just beginning to earn a living by writing.

When I graduated from college, I told a friend, "If I don't make it as a writer by thirty, I'm quitting." Big surprise—I didn't make it by thirty. I was writing fiction and poetry, and while I had been published in small journals, I still worked as an office manager, too. It took another seven years to be writing full-time.

 It troubles me when people say it's too late to pursue their dreams—whatever their dreams are. I have a cousin in Pennsylvania who loves to cook. During one of my last visits east to visit my mother in a nursing home where she spent the final year of her life, I stayed with my cousin and his family. On Sunday morning, when I returned from Mass, he had all the makings out for just about any type of breakfast. White eggs were lined up on the counter, along with a skillet, a plate of butter, bread for toasting, a box of Bisquick, potatoes, spices, nested mixing bowls, a spatula, and a carton of milk.

As I nibbled home fries, I said, "You so love to cook. Why don't you open a restaurant?" My cousin's striking blue-green eyes lit up, and then grew dim. A scowl shadowed his face.

"I'm going back to work. They called me back." He had been laid off for six months and during that time he'd begun to entertain thoughts of doing something he enjoyed. Apparently he was ready to let one phone call end that dream.

"But wouldn't you love a restaurant?" I said.

"Of course. But it's too late for that," he said. End of conversation.

Later on, his mother-in-law stopped by. The topic of my cousin's cooking came up. I repeated what I had said earlier about what a great cook he was and how he should open a restaurant.

"Oh, no!" she said. "He's going to be fifty. That's too old for a new start."

I was floored. Too late? Colonel Sanders was sixty-five when he founded KFC!

Likewise, so very many novelists published their first book in their forties and later. Diane Leslie, author of Fleur de Leigh's Life of Crime and Fleur de Leigh in Exile, says she published her first novel when she was closer to fifty than forty.

"The reasons for Fleur's late bloom (and mine)," says Leslie, "probably had to do with my having enough emotional maturity to give up caring whether or not I was competing with my writer mother. And maybe it just took forever to learn how to write. I sincerely believe that getting published later in life is best. I've appreciated it. The younger writers I know who did well took their success for granted and had a hard time when their careers began to fizzle."

 Mary Rakow published her first novel, The Memory Room, in her early fifties. Nuala O'Faolain's bestselling first memoir, Are You Somebody? was published when she was in her midfifties. She had never expected it to be published much less be so well received.

"It was at that lowest point of my life," says O'Faolain, "the darkness before the dawn, that I took the opportunity to look back on my life and write about it, in a spirit of melancholy and of farewell, and then it turned out there are thousands of people out there who understood what I was writing about."

In 1962, at the age of fifty-five, Rachel Carson published Silent Spring and received many awards and accolades for her writing until her death two years later. Harriet Doerr launched her literary career at age seventy-three with the National Book Award-winning novel Stones for Ibarra, and she continued writing for almost twenty more years.

It's not all that unusual to begin writing later in life. In fact, awards and fellowships are available specifically for older women. The Rag-dale Foundation, for instance, sponsors the Frances Shaw Writing Fellowship, open to women writers who begin writing seriously after age fifty-five.

Literary agent Betsy Lerner, author of The Forest for the Trees, says, "I just sold a first book by a woman who is sixty, and this year I sold a first book by a man in his midfifties. They'd been writing their whole lives. Sure, people love the juicy young hot thing. That said, they also really love terrific writing. No matter what age you are, if you have produced something of real beauty, of real worth, of real interest, you will get it published."



 Set your timer


There may be more to creative visualization, which Shakti Gawain writes about in her book by that name, than we know.

Think about what you wish for, and imagine how you'd like your life to be in six months, a year, five years from now. Your age doesn't matter here, especially if you think that you should already have realized your dream or that you're too young to see your dream come true for a good many years. Focus on the dream itself. Envision your future as you'd like to live it. Have you secretly wanted to transform a guest room or the corner of your garage into a writing studio? Write about that, down to the type of flooring it will have and the type of chair you'll sit on.

Now set your timer for fifteen minutes and write down your ideal scenario. Be specific: How will you spend your days? Do you see yourself writing full-time? What will you write—stories, articles, essays, poems, novels? Don't skimp on details. Fate may just need to know the color of the walls or the make of the car you'll drive or the design of the desk where you'll sit if it's going to fulfill your dreams.

It's important to see yourself in the sort of life you want. If you can't see yourself as a writer, how will you ever find your way there?





 Hang a Partition


You cannot do good work if you take your
 
mind off the work to see how the community is taking it.

—Dorothy L. Sayers



Are writers more concerned with others' opinions of them, more given to depression, and more reluctant to share their work, especially work they consider risky, than other creative types? In my experience, yes, yes, and yes. While the painters and other visual artists I know are surely sensitive people, they also seem enviably oblivious to what others think of their work. Musicians and actors, too, have hefty egos and tend to be more obsessed with what they do than what others think about what they do. My husband, Brian, a professional jazz and blues guitarist, says he runs into guys all the time who can't play but want to sit in with his band. Regardless of talent, it's almost impossible to get new writers to stand up and read from their work.

Yes, writers' temperaments are unique. I have watched the most talented writers compare themselves to their favorite authors—to dead authors, especially—and grow encyclopedia-sized blocks because they believe they'll never be as good.


 Talent seems to be inverse to confidence. Some of the most talented writers I know are reluctant to send out their work, so convinced are they that no one will ever publish it. Not even threats of withholding coffee or chocolate, or being condemned to write in longhand forever, can get them to print out a copy of their story, stuff it in an envelope with a self-addressed stamped envelope, and mail it off.

I encourage my students to resist negativity at all cost. In my university classes, I write on the board: NO DISCLAIMERS. I hammer it into all my students: You must shut out all the negative voices that say you'll never write as well as you hope, that you are just no good and why bother. You must hang a mental partition between you and your internal censor, the nag, the critic who says your writing stinks, and the editor who points out every little, and not-so-little, glitch. The more talented you are, the more unique your style, the harder you may have to work to block negativity and let your own voice shine through. It's no mean feat putting down words day after day, not knowing what will happen in the end.

In each class I teach, students always want to discuss publishing. They want to know how difficult it truly is to get an agent and find a publisher, and is it true that only commercial writing sells? They worry and worry that getting published is too high a bar to overcome. And these students tend to be professionals—lawyers, psychologists, teachers, programmers—people who had to work hard to get where they are and have experienced success in their fields.

I answer their questions and talk about how to get an agent and how while publishing has become harder to break into in recent years, it's always been difficult. Then I bring them back to the essence of why, hopefully, they paid to sit in my class: Because they want to write. Because the stories they long to tell are what's important.

Listen up: Forget about the destination—or at least lock that worry away in back of your mind. The journey is the thing. The act of writing because you love doing it, because you like how you feel when you write—that's reason enough.


And the truth is, if you keep at it long enough, if you work at your craft, take it seriously, and aim for the top, you will most likely succeed. And an element of succeeding means hanging that partition and forcing negativity to stay on the other side. Yes, I said force.

During the years I worked as a runner for auto parts, an Avon lady, a baker, waitress, restaurant manager, secretary, bookkeeper, and weight and stress counselor, it seemed as if I would never become a professional writer. Yet, I just had to. When you feel that strongly about something, you can't turn your back on it. You have to hang in there until it happens. And it does happen.


 Set your timer


Visualize a partition separating you from the glaring opinions and half-truths that stop you from writing. Set your timer for fifteen minutes and write about it. Be specific: What is the partition made of? What does it look like? Is it a curtain, a screen, or the walls of an office cubicle? Can light penetrate it? Now imagine surrounding yourself with this partition as you write. How does it feel?

That's the physical component. What about your mental partition? Write the words NO DISCLAIMERS on three-by-five cards and tape one on your computer monitor, pushpin one on your bulletin board—put them wherever you'll see them. Set your timer again for fifteen minutes and write about what you will tell yourself when the negativity tries to penetrate your creativity. It may come down to one line: Somebody has to make it, why not me? That's what I told my friend Billy Weiner, years ago in a car on a dark Vermont road, and I've repeated it to myself over the years when the going was rough and it looked as if I was getting nowhere with my writing.

If you don't protect yourself, you'll stop writing before you even begin. You'll look at your tablet or monitor screen and you'll say, "What's the use?" And if you don't write, you'll be miserable. You'll depress everyone around you. Your dog will stop eating. Your cat will hide under the bed. Your canaries will stop singing.

 Chin up, hang that partition, and write your defense for when the voices begin.





 Getting Started




 Stolen Moments


I must govern the clock, not be governed by it.
 
—Golda Meir



When Brian and I forget to close the bedroom door at night, our cat Jo-Jo wakes me at 5:15 (I'm the one who feeds him). He does his usual number: He pads across my body as he purrs a certain predawn back-of-the-throat chortle, and I jolt awake fearing I've somehow been transported to a jungle.

I could go back to sleep if I tried, but this is the perfect time to write. The house is quiet except for the omnipresent hum of the refrigerator and the gurgling of the fish tanks. So I get up, feed Jo-Jo • and the fish, make a cup of tea, and bring it to the dining-room table where I turn on the laptop or read a few pages of good writing to get my head in the right place, and I begin.

So many of us make excuses for why we can't write: no time, the kids, our job. The topic of time arises in my classes over and over. My women students, especially, grumble that there is never enough time to write and still get everything else done. Rarely do I hear a man complain about time, perhaps because—and I'm going to make a sweeping generalization here—men tend not to be the caretakers. Men make themselves and their needs a priority, after which they have time for everyone and everything else. Or if they want to write, they commit to it, and they do it—getting up early if they must, or staying up late.

 But we women, we are so loaded down with commitments and obligations it's no wonder we find little time to write. Which is one reason that, when I can, I write early in the day, even before sunrise. Normal waking hours can be hellish times to get substantial creative work done, even though I try. The words come more easily before there's anything or anyone else needing my attention.

It's easy to trick yourself into thinking that once you finish whatever it is that eats up your time, you'll get to your writing. You may tell yourself that your writing will be your reward for making breakfast for everyone, cleaning the kitchen, cleaning the bathroom, running errands, doing your daily work, attending to everyone's needs, saving the planet. Instead, what will more than likely happen is you will have forgotten about your own needs—notably, the need to write.

Author Martin J. Smith says it's not about making time, but taking time. A few years ago, while he was working forty hours a week as the editor of a regional metropolitan magazine, he wrote his first two novels. He set the alarm for four A.M. and worked for two straight hours until it was time to get the kids up for school. His philosophy: If your schedule is full, then you must take time from something else, so he took it from sleep. It has worked for Smith; he's published three novels and one nonfiction book while continuing to work as a senior editor (and a very good one at that) at the Los Angeles Times Magazine.

Kate Braverman, author of The Incantation of Frida K. and Palm Latitudes, says, "Take your time incredibly seriously. There's this idea when you tell people you're writing, it's as if you didn't say anything to them. They keep talking, unlike if you said, 'I have to go to the office now or I'm changing a diaper or my pot is boiling over.'"


 Of course, you may work best late at night after everyone has gone to bed and is fast asleep, when there is the promise of time ahead to write—for fifteen minutes or three hours. If this works for you, go for it.

That's what Susan Straight, author of the National Book Award finalist, Highwire Moon, does. After a day of teaching and running the master's writing program at the University of California, Riverside, when her daughters are finally in bed, she writes. "I teach all day," she says, "so I write at night. Don't say [of finding time to write] that it's a matter of structure, it's a matter of perfection, it's a matter of getting up at six. No. It's a matter of working whenever you can. I worked on my novel the other day in the van; it was a long red light. Parked cars work for me. I write around everything else."

If you cannot find stolen moments, you must face yourself and decide whether you want to write at this point in your life. On my show, short story master Ron Carlson said people who say they're addicted to writing but can't find the time to write aren't being honest. He says that it would be like an addict saying, "Oh, yeah, I'm addicted to drugs all right and I'll get around to taking drugs real soon, just as soon as I can."

Turning thirty was the tipping point for mystery writer Sara Paretsky. "It's an age where you start realizing you don't have endless time in front of you," she says. "So I thought, I'm going to write a book this year or I'm going to have to admit it's a daydream like dancing with the Bolshoi, climbing Mount Everest, or becoming fluent in French." She wrote her book—and a dozen more since.

Then there is guilt, which can be a great motivator. If you're trying to decide if you're a writer, take a look at your guilt quotient. Do you feel bad when you don't write? Do you ride yourself endlessly about how you should be writing more? And when you do write, do you feel the burden lift? Do you breathe a sigh of relief, feeling good that you got something done?


Award-winning author of the young adult novels Downsiders, The Dark Side of Nowhere, and Full Tilt, Neal Shusterman is one of the most prolific writers I know. Yet he feels guilty if he doesn't write or doesn't do something writing related during his workday.

"I have a strong work ethic," he says, "and want to feel that writing full-time is a 'real' job. I keep track of the hours I spend writing—even if they're unproductive hours. Forty hours spent working through a writer's block with no pages to show for it is still a full workweek. I don't feel guilty about that, because I know I'll also have a week where, in forty hours, I'll be on a roll and get two weeks of work done."

I can always count on novelist Jo-Ann Mapson to reduce things to their essence, including guilt. "I don't feel guilty when I don't write," she says. "I just feel as if someone cut off my hands. Incomplete. Inarticulate. And mopey."

Whether you're published or not, feeling like you haven't gotten anything done unless you've written even a paragraph is a good indication you are a writer. If you are in love with writing, or simply committed to it, you will take the time. When something is important, you find a way.


 Set your timer


Where do you have pockets of time? Nowhere? Then what can you give up? For two or three days, track how you spend your time. Set your timer for fifteen minutes and write about how you spend your time. Write down how much time you spend watching TV, movies, and videos or talking on the phone. How much time do you spend with friends? What about running errands, doing chores, reading magazines, cooking? Now write about how you can borrow time and use it to write. For instance, instead of running errands when they come up, perhaps you could clump them and do them on one day. And if you're the cook of the family, enlist others' help or do a lot of cooking on one day and freeze meals for later in the week.

 Somewhere during your day you have at least fifteen minutes you can use to write. Start there. Try first thing in the morning, last thing at night. When are you the most lucid? The most creative? See what works. Ayelet Waldman, author of Daughter's Keeper and the Mommy Track mystery series, and her husband, Michael Chabon, author of The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay, have a brood of kids so occasionally while one writes the other sleeps or takes care of the little ones.

When writers are on deadline or immersed in a project, they become rather solitary figures out of necessity, otherwise the work would never get done. If you need to pull way back, to start taking time, do it. And don't feel guilty about it. Once you're on your way, you'll get to revert back, a little bit, anyway, to the gregarious creature you were.





 Freewriting Shall Set You Free


Creativity comes from trust. Trust your
 
instincts. And never hope more than you work.

—Rita Mae Brown, STARTING FROM SCRATCH


 
While the blank page and the lack of time are both obstacles to writing, there's another, more insidious, threat to the beginning writer: perfectionism. For some reason new writers believe they should be better than they are, that the words should flow perfectly from the start, that they should always have lots of ideas waiting to be used.

See if this sounds familiar: You sit down to write and as the words begin to flow, you start to judge them. You cross out words or delete them. You fuss with sentences before they've even been written, and then beat yourself up for not being good enough.

In my classes I see that women have a bigger problem with this than men do, perhaps because we tend to be harder on ourselves. You need to learn to quiet that internal critic so you can be creative and allow whatever wants to come out to come out. Revision is critical—just not now. Once you have a draft, then it's time for revising—not before. This is where freewriting comes in.


 Freewriting has been called many things: "writing practice," "stream-of-consciousness writing," "jump-starting," but these are all essentially the same thing. Freewriting is the act of writing nonstop for a preplanned period of time. You don't stop to fix grammar, misspellings, sentence structure, or to reread what you're writing. You just keep your fingers moving.

And you don't need a computer or a room with a view. All you need is paper and a writing implement. A cheap old pen and notebook will do.

The Puritans may have considered freewriting self-indulgent, but it's a constructive kind of indulgence. Rather than writing with a specific end in mind (pleasing an editor or your writing group, making money), you freewrite to loosen up, to feel good. Freewriting sparks the spontaneity and creativity that far too many people let languish from disuse. Who would want to be a Puritan when you can let your imagination soar and discover the fun, beauty, and playfulness of your own words?

When Travis was four I hosted a freewriting group. On Tuesday nights, women writers gathered around my kitchen table with notebooks and pens. To set the mood, I turned off the overhead light and switched on two rice paper lamps that sat on the counter. A candle flickered in the middle of the table and jazz played over the speakers, helping to drown out the sound of my son's videotape in the living room. We drank green tea and chitchatted for a spell; then it was time to write. We each wrote a word or phrase on a slip of paper, folded it, and dropped it into a small heart-shaped tin used only for freewriting.

Someone then picked one or two slips of paper and said the words. For the first freewrite, we set the timer for five minutes. The timer is vital as it serves as a sort of deadline that, paradoxically, allows you to forget about time.

On this particular evening, Sandy chose "lavender hour" and "not here," next to which the writer had written "all one sentence," meaning we had to write one long continuous sentence until the timer beeped, at which point we could use the imperious period.

 Here's what I wrote:


At that magical hour betwixt darkness and light, the lavender hour, when visions of pussy willows and twigs of magenta bougainvillea dance in front of your eyes, and one thing blends into the next, this favorite time, magical purple time when, if I'm outside playing with Travis I have to stop because the ball loses its edges and Travis says, "Play ball, Mom, play," and I say, "Trav, I can't see the ball," but he doesn't hear this, won't pay attention to "No" and keeps saying, "Play ball, Mom," and I begin to believe that little children have better eyes, are like nocturnal creatures that see best in the dark, and the lack of light makes me feel here, but not here, relaxed in a way that means it's time to wind down, kick back, my butt wedged in Travis's little white resin chair on the back patio, I listen to the sounds of evening, the baby next door crying, her mother's soft reassuring voice, Brian in the kitchen, sauteing tofu, running water, other neighbors on their rooftop patio drinking wine and laughing, and then there are the smells, those same rooftop dudes with their very fashionable cigars, growing invisible mouth sores, the chocolate chip cookie smells emerging from the young mother-with-the-soft-voice's kitchen, and the smell of garlic-studded tofu and organic dandelion greens from our own golden kitchen, and Travis, picking up his baseball bat, putting the ball on the T-ball, whacking it, just missing my head, above us a rectangle of violet sky growing darker, stars showing themselves as they were light-years ago, our dog sniffing my toes, as if asking, why are you sitting in the dark, but sometimes when there is a full moon, I like to turn the lights off in the bedroom and write with the moon lighting the page and as the moon inches across the sky, I move the paper and inch across the bed, with Travis saying, "What you do, Mom?" but he understands, I know he does, because when he paints he gets this look on his face, as he fills whole pages with color, catalog pages or the comics, layering colors and says, "I make a very bootiful painting," and I remember what I read some time before I learned I was pregnant, maybe it was in an artist friend's letter to me, or in a book, that creating and sustaining a child's life is a work of art and I believe that still, that my son is a living art form, endlessly fascinating, even his little sounds when he drinks from a cup, takes a bite of a cracker, as he holds a book and tells the story as he remembers it, or bats the ball into the night sky, that each moment feeds your art and is art, if you let it be.



 After the timer went off, we took turns reading. Serious comments are verboten, although spontaneous, positive reactions are fine. Three more timed writings—ten minutes, fifteen minutes, and a five-minute cooldown—and the entire freewriting practice took an hour and a half.

When you let go and practice freewriting a lot, over time you learn to stop thinking and trust the process, which is when your writing flows easily. Not all freewriting involves writing "all one sentence," but doing so encourages you to become loose and fluid. Freewriting is a superb inhibition remover. When you don't stop to think about what you're writing, your concern about whether it's good or bad vanishes, and you begin to enjoy the process of writing for what it is: the laying of words on a page.

If you're immersed in a project, you can freewrite to generate pages, as I occasionally did in writing this book. Barbara Seranella, author of the bestselling Munch Mancini mystery series, told my radio audience that the scenes in her books often begin in freewriting.

"At a recent library event," Seranella says, "I told the story of when the freewriting prompt word was 'God.' We had twenty minutes to write. After ten minutes I exhausted what I had to say about Munch and her feelings about God. Since I had ten minutes left and was supposed to keep going until the timer went off, I wrote about the detective Mace St. John's feelings about God. I ended up using that scene in my third book, Unwanted Company. I would never have thought of doing that otherwise. Freewriting freed me to explore other angles of my story."

If you're working on a story or an essay, try freewriting with your characters or topic in mind. It doesn't matter whether you end up using what you write or not. That's why it's best to freewrite using legal pads or inexpensive notebooks. When you want to record your thoughts or an experience, use a gorgeous journal. But when you freewrite, you need to feel free to take up lots of space—sometimes with meaningless drivel. Freewriting is about taking your writing to that loose, languid place where anything goes. It's the nudist camp for words where your writing self goes to let it all hang out.


 Set your timer


On slips of paper, write evocative words or phrases, fold them, and store them in a small container. I like using a miniature bonbon tin from France. It closes tightly and travels well in briefcases and totes.

Then, alone or with someone—I've done freewritings with my husband and young son—pick a time when you're relaxed and ready to have fun. Choose a word or two and set the timer for five minutes. Write whatever comes into your head. Disregard your internal editor's opinions: "Tsk, tsk, dangling participle, misspelled words, misplaced comma, tense change..."

Just write. And don't stop until the timer goes off. If you're with others, take turns reading aloud, without comment.


 If you're alone, read it over silently—or aloud—then set the timer for a longer period, pick a few words, and have at it again.

Like most things in life, the main thing about starting to write is to stop dreaming and do it. Freewriting is a way to make this possible.

If you have trouble putting words on the page, use freewriting to get fired up.

When you're stuck, freewrite.

If you want writing to be fun again, freewrite. Allow your subconscious to take you on vacation—every day.





 Load the Basket, Fill the Jug


There are no new ideas. There are only new ways of making them felt.

—Audre Lorde, "Poetry Is Not a Luxury," in CHRYSALIS




 On a trip to India in 1986, I found myself precariously seated on the ripped brown vinyl seat of a bus shimmying up a seventeen-mile serpentine mountain road. I was on my way to Mount Abu, a tiny village midway between Delhi and Bombay, for a two-week meditation retreat.

As the bus made its ascent, we passed gaunt dark-skinned women walking barefoot along the road. They wore colorful saris and balanced bundles of wood, jugs of water, and baskets filled with rocks on the tops of their heads. The landscape was so barren and hilly; one could only imagine where they found the wood and water or why they carried rocks.

Watching these women, I thought of the writer's journey: At first it can be daunting to find the materials—the ideas—you need in what seems to be the barren landscape of your imagination and experience. But, as you look more closely, you see that it's not so barren. You find twigs and sticks and branches to keep your fire going, and you operate largely on faith that this will continue. You don't consider where you will find the wood and water tomorrow or the next day or the next week. If you did, you might lose all hope; the work would seem overwhelming. You focus on the task at hand, what needs to get done now, today. Take heart—centuries ago while men hunted, women gathered: slow work, one thing at a time. We know patience on a molecular level.

 Don't trick yourself into thinking, however, that when you become a "real writer" writing will be effortless and you will no longer have to search for wood and water. When Pulitzer Prize-winning author Natalie Angier came on my radio show, I asked her if writing, at this point in her career, was easy.

"To me, writing is impossible," she said. "It just can't be done. You really have to put one foot in front of the other. I used to tell people—and I follow this advice myself—never think about the big picture. If you do, you'll be stuck with a crippling writer's block. But if you just write one word after another, pretty soon you've walked all the way across the room. That's the way I try to do it. I guess that's kind of the AA philosophy: one day at a time."





At writers' conferences and book signings, authors are almost always asked, "Where do you get your ideas?" This fascinates fledgling writers, especially those who feel they haven't done nearly enough with their lives that's the least bit exciting.

Yet, ideas abound. From where you are sitting at this very moment, you can generate more ideas than you will ever use. Scan a newspaper or magazine. Do any of the stories pique your interest? There may be another slant the writer neglected to explore or you may read a local story that is perfect for a national market. And don't forget your early life as a rich source of ideas—remember the high points and low points, the traumas and joys. (For more about this, see part 4, "Mining Your Life.")


 But how do you decide which ideas are worth pursuing and which to leave behind? Of the many ideas that come, how do you know when one is sufficiently promising? Authors say the ideas they pursue are the ones they can't forget about, those that haunt them, those they think about before going to sleep, dream about, wake up pondering. Authors also write what they want to learn. Novelist Jodi Picoult says, "Sometimes the idea comes from a news story, as with Second Glance's eugenics movement; sometimes it comes from doing research (a conversation with a DA while researching Salem Falls brought me the entire plot of Perfect Match)." She's had ideas that came from her life as well, "like the suicidal teen I taught one year, who became the seed for The Pact, and arguments with my husband—such as which of us loves the other one more (Mercy). So, as you can see, I act like a sponge and soak up a lot of stuff because I never know which element is going to blossom into a full-fledged novel!"

Chris Bohjalian says, "If an idea isn't sufficiently jazzy to me at five in the morning when I start working, I will halt the book. I can think of three times in the last decade when I've been between sixty and two hundred pages into a novel, anywhere from three months to eight or nine months, when I said to myself, You know what? This idea isn't working, I've lost interest in it, I don't care passionately enough about it.' Because if I, as a novelist, don't care enough about the book to get up at 5:00 A.M. to write about it, then I'm not going to do the material sufficient justice for a reader to invest four to twenty-five hours of her life on the book."

Mystery writer Robert Ferrigno said the genesis of one of his novels, Scavenger Hunt, came from a blurb he read in the Los Angeles Times about the trend of young hip movie folk in Los Angeles who give parties and then go on scavenger hunts. The question arose in his mind: What happens when a partygoer knocks on a stranger's door, looking for an item on her list, and the door opens? From this question a crime novel blossomed.


 Dreams inspire stories. Aimee Bender's short story "The Rememberer" begins with a startling statement: "My lover is experiencing reverse evolution."

"Reverse evolution came from a dream I had many years before," says Bender. "In the dream, people became dolphins. I thought it was an interesting idea and wrote it down. Years later, its time came. That one wrote itself pretty quickly, actually."

Our pets can provide the beginnings we need, too. "Anyone who's ever lived with a dog has looked at the dog and said, 'What is going on in his head? He's watching me move through my day. What does he think of all this?'" says Carolyn Parkhurst, author of The Dogs of Babel. "That was part of it, certainly. I started from the characters and wanted to write about grief. It's such a universal human emotion; we're all scared of losing the people we love. I wanted to look at the way this character might get through that process and come out on the other side."

The first travel article I ever published was about Mount Abu, that remote Indian mountaintop village. I had traveled there three times and was obsessed with the place. It's a good thing I was obsessed, too; it took months to learn the travel-writing form, write a finished article, write a query letter, and then face multiple rejections—as I recall, my query received more than a dozen—before the article was finally published in Morning Calm.

When I was writing a biweekly magazine column, my current obsessions showed me what I wanted to write about. For example, I did a piece on plastic surgery when friends who had previously been against it started having all sorts of procedures done.

If you draw a blank when it comes to ideas or can't decide which ideas are worthy, it helps to brainstorm. Grab a willing friend, spouse, significant other, priest, child, or coworker, and spring for lunch. Talk about your ideas and ask for input. Or take out someone who interests you and ask to hear stories. Don't worry; it's not cheating. Writers do this all the time.


Before he begins a new novel, former Los Angeles police officer Joseph Wambaugh takes cops "who know how to talk" out to a meal. "I take four at a time to a medium-priced restaurant that serves booze," says Wambaugh, "and I buy them drinks and dinner and let them talk. I sit there and take notes. I don't use a recorder; cops are suspicious by nature. They ask me what I want to hear and I tell them, 'I don't know, but I'll know it when I hear it."' Inevitably, an idea for a book emerges, making the cost of the dinner incidental.

Like those women with the jugs on their heads, you must attend to your work daily: It takes sheer persistence to keep your woodpile stocked up and stamina to heft the burden of fear and lethargy as you make your way along the path to becoming a writer. But attending to this act daily ensures you will always have a source of warmth.
 

 Set your timer


Do you have postcards you've collected over the years, or family photographs—either candid ones or ones so old that you're not quite sure who's in them? Flea markets and antique shops are also good sources of old postcards and family pictures for you to work with. Choose one that speaks to you, or deal them out like cards if you're working with a group. Set the timer for fifteen minutes and write, using that photo or postcard to spark your imagination. If the postcard you picked shows scenery or a street scene, what feeling or mood does it evoke? What might be happening beyond its edge, where you can't see?

If the postcard shows people, what do you imagine they are saying to one another? What is the relationship among them? Why are they dressed the way they are? Is any music playing? What just happened or is about to happen? Did they just receive good or bad news? Write from their point of view. Become them.


 If you chose a candid family photo, study it carefully. What was going on in that picture? What is the subtext; what tension or meaning underlies the moment that image was recorded? Perhaps the photo is from a time in your life that continues to resonate for you, a year in which the details remain vivid and meaningful.

In the photograph, is your mother making apple strudel with her Pomeranian at her feet? What is she thinking? Is she not a cookie-making mom? Or is your father in the driveway sitting behind the wheel of his black Caddy that seemed to grow bigger as he grew older and smaller? How does he feel about that? Perhaps your brother is standing beside his first car, a turquoise Corvair convertible, and after you took the picture with your Instamatic, he put the top down and drove you to get an ice-cream cone and the ice cream got in your hair on the way home. What else do you see as you look at the photo? Does it fill you with nostalgia, remorse? What do you know now that you didn't know when the photo was taken? Write for fifteen minutes about whatever the photo inspires.







End of sample
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