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INTRODUCTION

It is often said that writing is like driving at night. You only have your headlights, but you still manage to get where you're going. As writers, we have our destination in mind: novel, short story, essay, memoir. But as we write our attention is focused on those areas our lights wash across: how to begin, how to end, how to switch from narrative to dialogue. These small concerns along the way can make the trip sometimes difficult and confusing.

This book teaches you how to write better fiction and nonfiction by focusing on these small concerns, so that you can master the craft one step at a time. For example, rather than offer a lengthy discussion on how to create vivid characters, I focus on the “micro” elements that make up characterization, such as gestures and mannerisms. We will watch the sentence and the paragraph and not so much the page. We will take, if you will, a close look at the trees instead of at the forest, where too often writers get lost or feel completely overwhelmed.

I offer this “close look at the trees” in more than 150 lessons. The premise behind these lessons, and the book, is simple: To learn to write you must master the small aspects of the craft, and to master them you must learn to read like a writer. If a writer doesn't read with an eye toward noticing specific, technical strategies, development is almost always slow and torturous, an endless cycle of trial and error. By reading insightfully, a writer improves more quickly, develops a sense of what good writing sounds like, and how it works. The stories, essays, novels and nonfiction books of masterful writers can, and should, act as guideposts.

You may claim, of course, that you don't have time to read all the necessary writers who might help you improve. Time, in our world today, is at a premium for all of us. But I have solved this problem by offering in each lesson a short excerpt, usually only a paragraph long, from great writers past and present, ones I have found most useful in my workshops and ones my students have found most inspiring. These excerpts will save you a great deal of time while providing a solid foundation on which you can build an understanding of the craft. The excerpts appear at the beginning of each lesson and can be read and reread in just a few minutes.

After each excerpt I provide a brief but detailed analysis pointing out the techniques at work within the passage. I explain in simple, practical terms exactly how the writer is creating the effects the reader feels. The analyses are specific, accessible and, I hope, fun and surprising. Above all, I hope they inspire you, that they spark new ways to approach your own writing.

In the third and final part of the lesson, I help you hone your craft with writing exercises. These suggestions, based on the methods you have just studied, allow you to apply your new awareness, sometimes through imitation, sometimes through simple practice, and always with the goal of making this strategy your own.

Use this book the way you would use a field guide or a map, but not a flat map, more like a map of topography, handy and functional and practical for traveling mountainous terrain. Use a notebook to collect the writing possibilities, or maybe use the back of an envelope. Implicit in every entry is that you should continue with your own good work. The best writers have already written the best short stories, novels, memoirs and books, until you write one better. Here is where you begin.



PART I
STORYTELLING

OPENING WITH THE STORYTELLER

READING

Call me Ishmael. Some years ago—never mind how long precisely—having little or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world.

FROM THE NOVEL MOBY DICK, BY HERMAN MELVILLE

LESSON

Melville begins Moby Dick with the character Ishmael talking to the reader. Imagine that Ishmael has come up to you and has begun to tell you this story. At the outset, his presence is commanding. He tells you what to call him, not what his name is. He makes it clear that when the story happened is not important, that he had no money and no interests on shore. He is denying you this information. He is directing your curiosity, but he makes up for it by saying, in so many words, that he is a thinking sort of person and capable of being precise and particular. He gives and he takes, all for the purpose of spinning his yarn. He entices you with his appearance of honesty.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. How do people introduce themselves? How do they say their names and also let you know what they want to be called? Perhaps a nickname? Here are four examples: My name is; My friends call me; I am called; Her name was.

Open a story of your own this way. Write a paragraph in which you introduce a character to begin a story.

2. Sometimes we introduce ourselves by saying who and what we are not. Listen for these. For example: My name is John. I'm not what you'd call rich; My name is Hemingway, but no relation to the writer; My name is Jane. Not much of a name really.

Now try an opening paragraph in which the character introduces himself by saying who he is not.

3. Think about how we meet and greet each other. What do we do in those small instances? We shake hands. We wave. In the military, people salute. In Europe, people kiss cheeks. The distance between people is important. As you open with a character, think about how intimate you want that voice to be to the listener, about the relationship you want between your character and your reader. Is the reader sitting across the table from the character? Is the character whispering to the reader? Do you want your character to have an arm around your reader's shoulder? Don't forget—Ishmael does not tell us his name; he tells us what he wants to be called. Write a paragraph in which characters meet and greet each other and try to characterize the relationship by the type of greeting.

4. Without taking the time to think, can you say how you usually introduce yourself to a stranger? Can you answer such a question on the spur of the moment? Now think back to the last time you introduced yourself. Have a character use your method, introducing himself to another character, a stranger. Write a few lines of dialogue for each character. Then, in a new scene, have a character use a method completely different from yours. Create a dialogue for this set of characters as well.

OPENING IN ILLNESS, NONFICTION

READING

It starts in my sleep, a partly dreamed memory of being young and about to wake to the life of a young man. This morning I was playing basketball with Michael Jordan, and I was as big as he was, or bigger. What a mass of roles, of personae, is mixed in when one is ill, alongside the self-loathing and self-protection, the recurring simplicity and the terror. My identity is a raft skidding or gliding, borne on a flux of feelings and frights, including the morning's delusion (which lasts ten minutes sometimes) of being young and whole.

FROM THE ESSAY “THIS WILD DARKNESS,” BY HAROLD BRODKEY

LESSON

To be a writer and to know the imminence of your death … Where do you turn? What do you do? You take up your pen and address the impending darkness. Somewhere in the ink is a cure, or at least something akin to meaning and purpose to hold in your head. These are the questions we as writers are often most curious about: What is it like to die, to be born, to take a life?

Brodkey begins It starts in my sleep. … He is talking about this particular half-dream of being young once again. But consider the phrase. It is bold and old-fashioned and mythic, demonstrating the writer's prerogative always to say where a story begins and ends. This quote is an opening into a life, a mind, a youth, an illness. In these few lines he remembers, he speculates, he declares, he recounts, he reveals, and he makes wisdom. In these few words we have indication of what is to come: a mind, however afflicted, still urging itself to make sense where there is none. Harold Brodkey died January 26, 1996.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

Start your own personal history. In the following exercises, let's work down through the sentences in Brodkey's essay, maintaining similar word counts within the parentheses.

1. Where might it start for you, the thinking on your life? Use the following frame to begin: It starts _____, a partly (dreamed, imagined, made-up?) memory of _____.

2. In the second sentence, Brodkey makes a simple declaration. Use the following frame yourself: This morning I was _____.

3. Sentences one and two are the foundation. From the basis of these two sentences, the writer is poised to comment, to make wisdom. Continue: What a _____, of _____, is mixed in when one is _____, alongside the _____ and _____, the _____ and the _____.

4. The fourth sentence returns to the intention of the second sentence. This declarative sentence takes flight and then returns to itself as it concludes. Note how a reference is made to the dream and also how there is a parenthetical comment as to its duration. Fill in this sentence: My identity is a _____ _____ or _____, borne _____, including (make a reference back to the experience in sentence one) of being _____ and _____.

5. As you have been working through the exercises, you have been learning your own opening. Combine exercises one through four, and as you do, make the rewrites you feel necessary, including those that bring the words closer to your own. Perhaps one rewrite is to exchange the word begins for the word starts. Maybe you'd like to change the first sentence to past tense. Make these changes. You now have a beginning.

OPENING IN CRISIS

READING

We fought. When my mother and I crossed state lines in the stolen car, I'd sit against the window and wouldn't talk. I wouldn't even look at her. The fights came when I thought she broke a promise. She said there'd be an Indian reservation. She said that we'd see buffalo in Texas. My mother said a lot of things. We were driving from Bay City, Wisconsin, to California, so I could be a child star while I was still a child.

“Talk to me,” my mother would say.

“If you're upset, tell me.” But I wouldn't. I knew how to make her suffer. I was mad. I was mad about a lot of things. Places she said would be there, weren't. We were running away from family. We'd left home.

Then my mother would pull to the side of the road and reach over and open my door.

“Get out, then,” she'd say, pushing me.

FROM THE NOVEL ANYWHERE BUT HERE, BY MONA SIMPSON

LESSON

This novel begins with a two-word sentence—a subject and a verb. It tells what has been happening between the narrator and her mother from the narrator's point of view. These two words give conditions. They create a complicated dynamic, yet one that is easy to understand. It is not a drama taking place before your eyes, but still a drama that was and is constant. The word would maintains the past tense. Would is the past tense of will and indicates habitual action, in this case, the relentlessness of the fighting.

In the second sentence we find out their car is stolen. But this information comes to us through an adjective inside a prepositional phrase inside a clause. That the car is stolen is made to be much less important than that they are fighting. Nevertheless, we are told the car is stolen, and it isn't mentioned again in this passage. Simply put, this information is revealed in an adjective, not in a statement of fact, as the fighting is.

Another statement of fact is I was mad. Notice how each time the narrator makes a statement of fact, she follows it with an example, reason or detail. The thinking is personal and childlike. Sometimes it doesn't make sense. But more important, it appears to make sense. The narrator's strength is in her thinking. This is why the mother's behavior in the fourth paragraph is so striking. It has consequence. Knowing the car is stolen now comes back to haunt us. The crisis is enlarged. However dangerous we thought the situation, we find we misjudged.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Open with a two-word sentence. Come up with ten possibilities. For example: We argued. We left. He cried.

2. Choose a two-word sentence from exercise one to open your story and follow it with a paragraph in the conditional, using the word would. Give the customs of the action defined in your two-word sentence. For example: We argued. When the bills came, I would tell him that money was the problem, or I wouldn't tell him anything at all. But money was the problem, at least one of them. … (Continue.)

3. Hide an adjective inside a sentence the way Simpson does with the word stolen. For example: She lied. When she and I went to bed in her boyfriend's apartment, I stared at the wall and wouldn't talk.

OPENING WITH A HISTORY

READING

This is the saddest story I have ever heard. We had known the Ashburnhams for nine seasons of the town of Nauheim with an extreme intimacy—or, rather, with an acquaintanceship as loose and easy and yet as close as a good glove's with your hand. My wife and I knew Captain and Mrs. Ashburnham as well as it was possible to know anybody, and yet, in another sense, we knew nothing at all about them. This is, I believe, a state of things only possible with English people of whom, till today, when I sit down to puzzle out what I know of this sad affair, I knew nothing whatever. Six months ago I had never been to England, and, certainly, I had never sounded the depths of an English heart. I had known the shallows.

FROM THE NOVEL THE GOOD SOLDIER. BY FORD MADOX FORD

LESSON

The narrator opens his story with a simple truth: This is the saddest story he's heard. Telling stories is a casual pastime, and most of our daily conversations are filled with the histories and happenings surrounding people we know. We love to hear about people's pasts, and so we love stories that divulge these pasts. Such stories are often filled with superlatives: It was the saddest thing, the nicest thing, the most generous man. The narrator opens his own story like a friend or a family member might, and we trust him for this; he seems honest and direct.

In the next sentence he implies the story is not about himself, but about a couple he knows well. However, his confidence of just how well he knew them seems to slowly slip through his fingers. He goes from having an extreme intimacy with them, to an acquaintanceship, to knowing them as well as possible, to knowing nothing at all about them. This recession lends the couple a sense of mystery. The narrator had known the shallow, surface parts of these people's lives, but not the depths.

But as the novel develops, we learn that the story is very much about the narrator—Captain Ashburnham and the narrator's wife have had an affair. The opening line distances the narrator from the events. It is a sad thing he's heard, not a sad thing that happened to him. However, we learn that, as the affair developed over this nine-year acquaintance with the Ashburnhams, the narrator knew absolutely nothing about it. Mrs. Ashburnham tells him the story, which she was privy to the entire time, only after Captain Ashburnham and the narrator's wife have died. Confused? That is one of the pitfalls of introducing history early in a story—you must always be precise.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Follow Ford's example and open a story with a simple truth. Come up with ten lines like these: This is the sweetest story I have ever heard. This is the longest story I have ever heard. This is the scariest story I have ever heard.

2. Now choose one of your opening lines and tell your story from the outside, as Ford does. Stories can be about people our own lives barely touch, or people our lives are deeply entangled with. Think of the constellations of people that you might come across in a single day, and then tell how long you've known them. Write a paragraph beginning with a line like this: Susan and Les had been my best friends since college; My parents have been married for twenty-seven years; The Seymours had lived upstairs since Christmas; I passed the woman every morning in the elevator for nine months and never knew her name.

3. Decide, as you begin your story, that you are discovering something you have never known about these characters. What are the phrases that Ford uses to draw out this effect? What other phrases might you use? Continue your paragraph from exercise two using Ford's phrases and your own to create the feeling of discovery.

OPENING AFTER A DEATH

READING

This time it was a girl Halverson knew, halfway eaten and her hair chewed off. She had been awake in the night; she'd been afraid and whimpering as the great bear nudged at the side of the nylon tent like a rooting hog. She held to the other girl's hand, and began to scream only when the long claws ripped her out of her sleeping bag, continuing to scream as she was being dragged away, the feathery down from the sleeping bag floating above the glowing coals of a pine-knot fire. This time it was someone he knew. …

FROM THE STORY “WE ARE NOT IN THIS TOGETHER,” BY WILLIAM KITTREDGE

LESSON

One of life's marking events is death. Kittredge uses our fascination with death to draw us into his story. The first two words of his story indicate the history that precedes this event: This time. Without saying so, the writer lets us know there have been others. Halverson has experienced these feelings before. The writer begins not with the first death, but with the one that is the breaking point for Halverson. The second half of the sentence sends home the horror of what Halverson knows. Then Kittredge takes a breath, for his own sake as well as the reader's. The narrative is direct and vivid and imagined by the character. The horrifying event is made more so by the contrasting details: The bear nudged, the feathery down floated, and the coals from the fire were glowing. Kittredge makes the action seem ongoing by using the -ing form: whimpering, continuing, being, floating, sleeping, glowing. And finally, as if to reaffirm what is already known, a version of the first sentence is repeated.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Begin a story with the very same words Kittredge does: This time. Talk about your own version of a literal or figurative death. Write at least two paragraphs, beginning with a sentence like one of these: This time was not so easy. This time it was his mother's house, sprayed with paint and a note in the mailbox. This time she knew the girl, a friend from high school.

2. Most often, we are not direct witnesses to death. Our firsthand experience comes from knowing a person who has died, not from watching him or her die. Allow a character to imagine how something might have gone. Move right into it, and use verbs that allow the action to be ongoing. For example: This time was not so easy to take. He imagined them riding up in their cars and trucks, drinking beer and laughing, a little afraid.

3. Consider description that contrasts the event you are telling about. In a paragraph, use delicate words to describe something harsh or horrible in order to reveal something unexpected. For example: This time it was his sister's house, a cross burning in the front yard, warm and incandescent and casting sparks into the grass.

OPENING WITH AN ENCOUNTER, NONFICTION

READING

Summer, ninety-five degrees. The residential unit for chronic schizophrenics sits dead and silent in the heat. I ring the bell and a fat sweating boy, his face a mash of pimples, answers. “I am here to see Dr. Siley,” I say, glancing down at the job advertisement in my hand. The pimply-faced boy stares and stares at me. I can tell, from his fatness and sweat, that he is a patient. He reaches out and touches my neck. I flinch.

FROM THE MEMOIR WELCOME TO MY COUNTRY, BY LAUREN SLATER

LESSON

The writing begins by efficiently establishing time and place, something we expect of all writing sooner or later. The first person comes forward in the third sentence, but because it's a memoir, we expected that before we even began to read. In our lives we like to know where we are, when it is, and who is talking to us. A writer must fulfill or at least address this need. This writer is taking us into a very difficult world. It's important that the reader be guided through as clearly and artfully as possible. The writer rang that bell some time ago and now she is reenacting it on the page so we might make this entry with her and experience what she has experienced. Keep in mind, also, she is an expert and the reader is not. She takes special care of the reader because she understands how very different this world is. She returns to the moment so we are entering with her.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Do you have a job or a life experience that someone might want to read about? A time worth revisiting? It is strange how bad we are at recognizing the significance of our own experiences. We tend to see them as being more or less important than they really are. What makes an experience worth telling? List ten subtle clues. For example: When you are in a group, there is a particular story your friends want you to tell; there's a story your children want to hear again and again; there's an experience a group of you had together and years later you still talk about it.

2. As we work through these next two exercises, use an event from exercise one or feel free to write fiction. Let's begin by filling in the following frame based on Slater's passage: (Season), (temperature). The _____ for _____ sits _____ and _____ in the (heat, cold, wind?). I (ring the bell, knock on the door, let myself in?) and a _____ answers. “I am here to see _____,” I say, glancing down at the _____. The ______ _____ at me. I can tell, from _____, that (he/she) is a _____. (He/she)_____ and _____ my _____. I _____.

3. Imagine you are taking your reader into a place of delight. Begin again: (Season), (temperature). The _____ for _____ sits _____ and _____ in the _____. I ring the bell and … (Continue.) I smile.

4. Draw Slater's text away from its original construction. Begin: (Year). Summer and ninety-five degrees. The (barracks?) for (new recruits?) sat dead and silent in the heat. … (Continue.)

5. Draw it away even further. Begin: 1997. Winter and twenty-three degrees. The water for the livestock froze block solid in the cold. I called the plumber and a fat bundle of a man arrived, his face a … (Continue.)

OPENING IN AFTERMATH

READING

The other victim the summer my wife left me was my dreamlife, which, like a mirage, dried up completely the closer we came to the absolute end of us. In the fourteen years we were married, I had been a ferocious dreamer, drawing all I knew or feared or loved about the waking world into my sleeplife.

FROM THE STORY “DREAMS OF DISTANT LIVES,” BY LEE K. ABBOTT

LESSON

Often the unpleasant events in our lives are most dramatic, most suited to story. But unpleasantness is difficult to talk about. A good place to start might be once the dust has settled. Abbott begins in the aftermath of a broken relationship. But the narrator is finding a way to tell about the pain of something large and incomprehensible by talking about the pain of something small and inconsequential, the strange loss of dreamlife. Our minds find a place where they can endure what is unendurable. The first sentence likens the dreamlife to a mirage, which is the central part of the sentence, and the relationship begins and ends the sentence. The second sentence with its fourteen years sharpens the breakup; the word ferocious sharpens the dreamlife. This story goes on for many paragraphs recounting the demise of the dreamlife before the narrator finally settles into the story he wants to tell.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Abbott enters this story, in a sense, at the end. He invokes the chain of events that precede the breakup of a marriage with the phrase my wife left me. He doesn't need to give the details at this point, but knows he can depend upon the reader to realize the size of what came before. Start a story of your own this way. Write at least two paragraphs. A perfectly good word to begin with is after. Two examples: After the house burned down; After my mother broke her hip.

2. Open a story with a tragedy and some small parallel event. Perhaps a death is accompanied by a profound loss of appetite, a bankruptcy by a dying lawn, a loss of faith by forgetfulness. Write at least two paragraphs in this vein.

3. Open a story in the aftermath of a joyful occasion. Something new has come into a character's life, a success of sorts. Let a small good thing accompany this occasion too. Baseball players on a hitting streak have all manner of superstitions they follow. Maybe your character is a traveling saleswoman who has a lucky charm. Write a few paragraphs to open this story.

STORYTELLING IN NONFICTION

READING

“… She ran the forty feet. There was no tree for me to climb. You can't fight a bear. They are so strong. She wrapped around me. I tried to put my stuff sack in her mouth so she wouldn't bite me, but it didn't work. She came at me seven times. I looked her in the eye. People say you shouldn't look a bear in the eye, but I wanted to tell her: ‘Don't do this to me. ’ But she wanted me.

“She lifted me off the ground by my elbow. I'm what you call a six-foot woman. I weighed 160 pounds then. I weigh less now, after the operations. I don't really know what happened. I hope to remember some day. It was so quick. The next thing I knew I was on the ground and she was gone. It was almost like a dream.”

FROM THE BOOK KAYAKING THE FULL MOON, BY STEVE CHAPPLE

LESSON

Chappie is retelling a true story, and he lets the victim recount the drama of the attack. This is an extraordinary personal experience—not many people have been attacked by bears and survived. Often the best way to tell the story of something many people have never experienced is to carefully detail the action: she ran, she wrapped, she came at me, she wanted me, she lifted me. The victim then also tells her reactions just as clearly and simply: you can't fight a bear, I tried, I looked her in the eye. The intensity of the moment is revealed in these short sentences, like gunshots or breathlessness. The woman gives an idea of her injuries when she says that she weighs less now after the operations, and as the passage continues she points out the specific damage the bear caused to her body. These are the marks left behind. The woman says she really doesn't know what happened, but now she has these injuries like a map of the event on her body. Remember, as a writer of nonfiction you must seek out your stories. You must adhere to the facts.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. What are some unusual, survivable dramatic experiences that you can report? Make a list of ten. For example: being struck by lightning; waiting out a hurricane; being trapped in a car wreck, in a snowstorm, under ice.

2. Now find a person who has had one of these experiences, a friend or a relative. Interview him on precisely what occurred. What was going on around him? What was happening to him? What was he feeling and thinking? You can use this material in either fiction or nonfiction.

3. Find some detail left behind by the disaster, like the bear victim's injuries. For example, in a hurricane, there could be a board driven through a palm tree. If a person falls through ice, there is the hole that freezes over. Details like this can shape your story. Use this key detail in a descriptive paragraph or two.

4. Decide whether to tell the story yourself or let those who experienced it tell their own story. Chappie lets this woman tell her own story because she is a good storyteller. Base your decision on the information you've collected and write your story.

REPORTING IN NONFICTION

READING

Kazmann got into his car, crossed the Mississippi on the high bridge at Baton Rouge, and made his way north to Old River. He parked, got out, and began to walk the structure. An extremely low percentage of its five hundred and sixty-six feet eradicated his curiosity. “That whole miserable structure was vibrating,” he recalled years later, adding that he had felt as if he were standing on a platform at a small rural train station when “a fully loaded freight goes through.” Kazmann opted not to wait for the caboose. “I thought, This thing weighs two hundred thousand tons. When two hundred thousand tons vibrates like this, this is no place for R. G. Kazmann. I got into my car, turned around, and got the hell out of there.”

FROM THE BOOK THE CONTROL OF NATURE, BY JOHN MCPHEE

LESSON

Sometimes we need to get facts across to our readers in the quickest, most efficient way possible. This is reporting, not storytelling, and this is the technique McPhee uses. Nonfiction also depends upon people to carry its message, just the way a story would. Except for a word or two, this passage from McPhee could easily be mistaken for a story excerpt, and Kazmann for a character in that story. Facts are precise and places are named. McPhee recounts Kazmann's sensation of being on this dam. We rely on our characters, real and fictional, to share their impressions as well as their knowledge. Whether you are writing fiction or nonfiction, it is done the same way, except one is supposed to be true.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Rewrite this McPhee quote as a piece of fiction, perhaps the opening to a story. Rename Kazmann. Make up all your places, states and cities. Create a structure to put your character on such as a bridge, a dam, a skyscraper; make up its dimensions and your character's perceptions of those dimensions. Think about the third sentence. Does that work as fiction?

2. How do you have a character tell his feelings in his own words? You just do it. Settle your character in the position of a storyteller. Here are some examples to get you started: He sat down and lit a cigarette. “That whole building was on fire by the time I got there,” he recalled years later. … She sat back and put her feet up on the hassock. “I don't really know how it all started,” she said to no one in particular … He flew into Charlotte, landed in a fog and walked away. “It was the smartest thing I ever did,” he said, years later. … Now try it yourself. Briefly describe a character and then launch him into his own feelings in dialogue.

3. Description by the numbers. The dam is 566 feet. It weighs 200, 000 tons. Think about size, distance and weight as ways of describing. Be precise. If you have a car rolling over on the highway, how much weight is tumbling through the air? How far is it from Concord, New Hampshire, to Charlotte, North Carolina? How long does it take to bake a meat loaf?

4. Look at the first sentence of the reading. Put someone in a car. Send him across a river on a certain bridge, have him turn in the direction of his destination. Fill in the blanks: He got into his car, crossed _____ on _____ at _____, and made his way _____ to _____; She walked down _____ to _____ where she turned up _____ and crossed _____ to _____.

HIGH DRAMA IN NONFICTION

READING

… Pat is in the chair now and guards are moving quickly, removing the leg irons and handcuffs and replacing them with the leather straps. One guard has removed his left shoe. They are strapping his trunk, his legs, his arms. He finds my face. He says, “I love you.” I stretch my hand toward him. “I love you, too.”

He attempts a smile (he told me he would try to smile) but manages only to twitch.

A metal cap is placed on his head and an electrode is screwed in at the top and connected to a wire that comes from a box behind the chair. An electrode is fastened to his leg. A strap placed around his chin holds his head tightly against the back of the chair. He grimaces. He cannot speak anymore. A grayish green cloth is placed over his face.

Millard says, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

Only the warden remains in the room now, only the warden and the man strapped into the chair. The red telephone is silent. I close my eyes and do not see as the warden nods his head, the signal to the executioner to do his work.

I hear three clanks as the switch is pulled with pauses in between. Nineteen hundred volts, then let the body cool, then five hundred volts, pause again, then nineteen hundred volts. “Christ, be with him, have mercy on him,” I pray silently.

FROM THE BOOK DEAD MAN WALKING. BY HELEN PREIEAN, C. S. J.

LESSON

This is the moment before a death, an excerpt from Prejean's nonfiction account of her correspondence with a death row prisoner. She tells exactly how Pat is placed in the electric chair, how he is strapped down. The careful details build tension. Prejean wants us to be intimate with this process. The guards and the warden and the silent red telephone that would bring a last-minute pardon are all details of inevitability. They highlight the feelings of doom. Prejean closes her eyes and does not see the actual moment of execution. She finds no refuge in her mind, however. She knows exactly what is happening as the switch is pulled. Her solace is prayer.

The telling is straight subject-verb. In the face of this most extraordinary event, the writer has removed herself as much as possible, letting the facts speak for themselves. But not quite. She has decided to use the present tense, making the events immediate. It seems Prejean is telling the story in a straight chronological order, but she isn't. She is also accounting for simultaneous actions, or actions completed. Few events happen one at a time. The second sentence is an action already completed. Reportage has its own difficulties being precise with time, place, and event.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. The present tense is a way to create immediacy, a sense that the drama is unfolding before your eyes. Rewrite Prejean's passage in the past tense. What do you do with the words now and pause? Which draft is better?

2. In the third paragraph, Prejean seems to tell of actions without actors when she writes a metal cap is placed, an electrode is fastened. But not so. In the first paragraph it is established that the guards are doing this work. Write a set of sentences describing a process without an actor. Use this technique to describe actions that are bringing doom and drama.

3. Prejean uses the phrase I close my eyes. Given the situation, we have every reason to believe she did close her eyes. Try opening a story with a phrase like this. What are other examples? Perhaps I cover my ears. Write two or three paragraphs in which a character has purposely closed off one of her senses. This effect heightens the drama of the event. Remember, however, that at some point the character must undo such an act so narrative might continue.

DAILY DRAMA IN NONFICTION

READING

… “I slammed the door on her finger,” Colleen said sorrowfully as she set Cara down on the counter and took off her blue mitten. Then I heard her scream. “Her finger came off! The top of her finger came off, Don!”

It was more than the bills for the emergency room and the hand surgeon that carried me back to the house to ask for a job. It was the memory of me just standing there in the kitchen inside my fears, taking all that time to feel sorry for myself while Colleen zipped Cara inside her down coat. …

FROM THE ESSAY “WINTER WORK: DIARY OF A DAY LABORER,” BY DON J. SNYDER

LESSON

Too often we are taught that essay is about idea. It is discussed in terms of logic, argument, theory and delivery. Yes, essays are about ideas, but the writer is telling the story of that idea. Based on what you learned in school, you would not know this is an essay even if you read the whole piece. This is an essay about a man who has been out of work for eighteen months and finds a job as a carpenter building a mansion. He has just moved to Maine with his wife and four children, and he is really not qualified to be a carpenter but needs the work. This essay is about the risks we take when we're in need. It's about being out of work and desperate.

Notice how the word as in the first sentence efficiently creates simultaneous action. The word then moves us forward within the small drama of the moment. The trip to the emergency room, being there, and coming home all happen offstage. After the word coat, thirteen more words get us out the door and on the way to the hospital. A line break ends the movement. The true drama of Cara's injury is what lingers in our minds. This is the use of dense dramatic narrative.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. People are always getting hurt. Remember a real situation where someone you cared about was suddenly injured or suddenly discovered he'd injured someone else. Rewrite the beginning of the quote. Use thefollowing frame: “I _____,” _____ said sorrowfully as (he/she)_____ and _____. Then I heard (him/her)_____”_____.”

2. Continue with the second movement, the one that references but does not tell all that followed. You can change subject matter or actually continue with exercise one. Notice the movement of Snyder's in … inside … inside. Try to replicate this as you write, perhaps with another set of prepositions. Use the following frame: It was more than _____ and the _____ that carried me _____. It was the memory of _____ in the _____ inside _____, _____ while … (Continue.)

3. Now either combine exercises one and two or complete each one separately. Consider combining them even if you were thinking about different subject matter when you wrote them. You will probably need to change some words of fact, but change as few as possible. You may have arrived at something interesting.

4. Move to fiction. In exercises one, two and three you were working with real events. Do the same exercises again with made-up events.

STORY INSIDE STORY

READING

… It was with these feelings that he heard the uncle's suddenly solemn voice. What was this voice, this tone? What story?

It was in the dark afternoon on a November day of sleet, told the uncle. We waited and we waited for Louetta to get home from her trip into town. The darker it got the scareder we got.

FROM THE STORY “HAD 1 A HUNDRED MOUTHS,” BY WILLIAM GOYEN

LESSON

Often we wish to tell a story inside a story. The problem is how to move gracefully into this story. Goyen begins with the boy hearing his uncle's voice as if it were coming from a strange place. Goyen is moving both the reader and the listener within the larger story. The movement is gradual and inexorable, as if sliding under water, falling under a spell. The first move is the solemn sound of the voice. Then the question, What voice?, then a reference to tone, then, What story? Before an answer is forthcoming, the story commences, yet we are not sure until we too are already under its spell and read the words told the uncle. The story thus is begun.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Storytellers inside your stories, in all likelihood, will sound different from the narrator. They will tell their story in a way that is unique within the larger story. Begin with the sound of a voice. Make a list of ten phrases that describe a voice. A few examples: his father's voice was but a whisper; her voice like a reed.

2. Use questions to move into your story. Choose one of the phrases from exercise one and add three questions to move into your story. For example: her voice was like a reed. What was this sound? Was this her voice? Her story?

3. Now begin your interior story, and once inside, understand you have a new storyteller. For example: His father's voice was but a whisper. Why so quiet? Why such a whisper? What story?

It was sunlit in December. Snowfields and cold, said my father. We walked and walked and walked. … (Continue.)

MEMORY

READING

… The way I always see her is the way she used to be on a Sunday afternoon, say, when the old folks were talking after the big Sunday dinner. I always see her wearing pale blue. She'd be sitting on the sofa. … Maybe somebody's got a kid in his lap and is absent-mindedly stroking the kid's head. Maybe there's a kid, quiet and big-eyed, curled up in a big chair in the corner. The silence, the darkness coming, and the darkness in the faces frighten the child obscurely.

FROM THE STORY “SONNY'S BLUES,” BY JAMES BALDWIN

LESSON

More often than not, storytelling is the act of bringing forth memory onto the page. As we remember, so do our characters. But not so fast. Memory on the page is an act of storytelling in all its fullness. In these passages from the same paragraph, the narrator tells the story of his memory. He sees his mother in a time and a place. But note the use of the word say. It is used the same way we might use maybe. When he uses the word say, he is calling upon you to agree with him. In the second sentence he repeats the phrase I always see her.

Later on in the movement the word say becomes maybe. So that his memory might include as much as possible, he writes the scene as if it were held immovable in time and place. He writes the scene as if he, too, is trying to hold it in place. He makes for the possibility of a child curled up in a chair; then in the next sentence he evokes that child as if it were really there and carries that through the paragraph and into the next one. His repetition of words is like the cupping of photographs in his hands. He is seeing with his eyes closed, conjuring up the past.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Perhaps it's time to go after that one memory you have always wanted to commit to the page. Maybe it changed your life for the good or bad. Maybe it's a small special memory you have always carried inside your head and don't quite know why. Write down this memory in loose phrases and words. Be as precise as you can about what you remember, but don't worry about making good sentences.

2. Use the words Baldwin used to translate that memory onto the page. Begin:

The way I always see (person, place, event) is the way (he/she/it) used to be. … I always see (him/her/it) … (He'd/She'd/It'd) be … Maybe somebody's … Maybe there's …

3. With the exception of the word silence, this memory is all visual. In a few paragraphs, describe a memory in terms of another sense: hearing, smell, taste, touch.

FACT TO FICTION

READING

… It is known that Muhammad composed the Koran after attacks of epilepsy. Black Elk experienced fits before his grand “buffalo” vision. Joan of Arc is thought to have been a left-temporal-lobe epileptic. Each of these in a terrible flash of brain lightning was able to pierce the murky veil of illusion which is spread over all things. Just so did the scales fall from my eyes. It is called the “sacred disease.”

But what a price. I rarely leave the house anymore. To avoid falling injuries, I always wear my old boxer's headgear, and I always carry my mouthpiece.

FROM THE STORY “THE PUGILIST AT REST.” BY THOM JONES

LESSON

One of the reasons we read is to learn. We are drawn to small bits of knowledge, and we trust writers who speak with authority. Jones begins this passage by citing the lore of epilepsy. Notice how each example is focused on a different aspect. The writer then sums up by saying what is common about them: Each of these. … Then the narrator explains why he is telling us this, because he, too, is subject to seizures. Then he backs away for a moment, letting this information sink in, strikes a new paragraph and begins his own story.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Think of a condition that afflicts us, such as epilepsy. Find out its claim to fame, its subtlety, its nuance. Come up with a page full of these facts.

2. Describe in a paragraph how a character might live with one of your afflictions. Your lore doesn't have to be encyclopedic. Make it up, if you like. For example: It was known that my Uncle Phil often went to the mailbox in his sleep. Aunt Rose would rise up from her naps and walk about the house in broad daylight. My grandfather is said to have gone to the barn and milked cows in his sleep. Just so do I wander my own house, walking in my sleep.

3. Now follow exercise two with a new paragraph that moves away from the lore of your character's affliction to the personal experiences of it, the day-to-day life. For example:

… Just so do I wander my own house, walking in my sleep.

But it's okay. Before I go to bed, I lock the doors and windows, hide the keys. I padlock the cellar door and, for some reason I don't know, I wrap the knives in towels.

PERCEIVING

READING

“I have a headache,” Jane says.

Milly nods. Her expression seems to indicate how unimportant she finds this, as if Jane had told her she'd already got over a cold or something. “They're in the garage now,” she says.

“Who?”

“Teddy, Wally, Martin. Martin conquered the world.”

FROM THE STORY “THE FIREMAN'S WIFE,” BY RICHARD BAUSCH

LESSON

Notice how Bausch depends upon Jane's perception to tell us the nature of Milly's response. Imagine how difficult it would be to give Milly's nod the action required to gain the desired effect. Milly does not act out her feelings. She simply nods and the reading of that nod is placed inside Jane's head.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Make a list of a dozen simple acts. Some examples: John smiled. Mary shook her head.

2. Now make the next move and let another character interpret one of your simple actions. Depend upon Bausch's words to get started. For example: John smiles. His expression seems to indicate …

3. Pick another simple action but have your other character interpret this one negatively. For example: Mary shook her head. But her expression did not seem to indicate she was against the idea. …

CONFLICT

READING

… I used to imagine it wasn't the 'flu that killed my mother, but a broken heart at the death of her beloved.

But the truth of the matter was he'd moved into a logging shack a year before he'd broke his neck, and only showed up to our house at twilight on Saturday nights to have at my mother, then to attend church the next morning, his black hair slicked back and shiny with pomade.

FROM THE STORY “TWO STORIES,” BY BRET LOTT

LESSON

Conflict in this case is not so simple as a disagreement, not so simple as the tug and pull of opposites. Lott writes of the conflicted mind. He calls on the imagining of a broken heart, the fact of 'flu, the truth of abandonment, and the reality of a broken neck—all in four lines. The conflict occurs within a contentious mind, a mind that has to face up to the differences between imagination and truth. Also he explores the way the imagination can still operate in the face of what it knows to be a fact.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Make two lists, one for phrases similar to I used to imagine and a second list for phrases similar to But the truth of the matter. Do five phrases for each. For example: I used to think, but to tell you the truth …

2. Try several sentences like Lott's first. Use the frame: I used to imagine it wasn't _____ but _____. For example: I used to imagine it wasn't the meanness that broke us up, but the long cold winters in Wyoming.

3. Select one of your first sentences and now make your second move. Use the frame:

I used to imagine it wasn't _____ but _____.

But the truth was _____.

For example:

I used to imagine it wasn't the meanness that broke us up, but the long cold winters in Wyoming.

But the truth was she used to break things and slam doors, and one time she slammed a door on my hand, saying it was an accident.

DECIDING

READING

… Then it occurred to him that by taking a dogleg to the southwest he could reach his home by water.

His life was not confining and the delight he took in this observation could not be explained by its suggestion of escape. He seemed to see, with a cartographer's eye, that string of swimming pools, that quasi-subterranean stream that curved across the county. He had made a discovery, a contribution to modern geography; he would name the stream Lucinda after his wife.

FROM THE STORY “THE SWIMMER,” BY JOHN CHEEVER

LESSON

Stories are about change. Sometimes what brings about change is outside of us: an act of man or nature. Sometimes what brings about change is inside of us. Sometimes we decide a change is in order. The decision in Cheever's story finds a place in the character's being, specifically his eye. It is something seen. Cheever illustrates the decision making with references to a cartographer, a string, a stream, a discovery, geography. The decision becomes a vision. This all begins when it occurs to the character that between him and home are backyard pools. It's a simple thought he stitches together. The change in paragraphs allows the character to step back with his fresh idea and let it come into his life.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Let a character make a decision at the outset of your story. Examine the passage above and find Cheever's phrases that describe the process of deciding something. Write a new and different decision of your own character's making for each of the phrases you find. To get you started: It occurred to him that _____. The decision took hold. She could _____. He'd made a discovery. He could _____.

2. Place the decision within the character as Cheever does in the second paragraph, only depend upon another sense. For example: He took in this feeling … ; He seemed to hear a clear message. …

3. Cheever uses an extended metaphor to illustrate his character's decision. Try making one of these yourself. Start by listing a group of associated words. For example: aviator's eye, elevation, jet stream, wind shear, cloud cover, visibility; weatherman's mind, fronts, systems, precipitation, accumulation, heat wave. Now write your paragraph, but be careful. These can get silly pretty fast.

REVELATION

READING

Monday morning an answer—or at least a possibility—was waiting for him, as though it had actually chosen to enter his mind now, with the buzzing of the alarm clock. He got up quickly and stood in a shaft of sunlight on the floor. Maxine rolled away from the clock and was still asleep.

FROM THE STORY “THE DOCTOR.” BY ANDRE DUBUS

LESSON

A revelation is a momentary occurrence, like being awakened or shaken by the shoulders or slapped in the face. Dubus gives his character such a moment coming out of sleep. He pairs opposite actions. The sleep is quiet and calm and dreamy, and the revelation is quick and pulls him to his feet. There is stillness and then sudden motion, much like the way a revelation comes. It's as if the answer were waiting for him to uncover it. The buzzing of the alarm clock is almost synonymous with the thought in his head—jarring and loud and clear as the shaft of sunlight he stands in. A revelation, too, is a personal thing. The character's wife is still asleep. She rolls away from the clock, does not participate.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Make a list of ten times when your mind is not paying attention to itself. For example: staring into space, driving on a long highway, petting a dog.

2. Write a paragraph in which you give one of these activities to a character. Now bring her out of her quiet with an opposite action accompanied by the idea she's been waiting for. For example: I was driving through the desert when I slammed on the brakes. I knew what to do … ; He was stroking the cat in his lap when the possibility came over him and he got to his feet. …

3. Now create a new paragraph in which you give your character an unaffected companion. For example: He was stroking the cat in his lap when the possibility came over him and he got to his feet. Lydia heard him slam the front door on his way out.

INTENTION

READING

… He was ready to hang up when she answered.

“Hello?” she said.

He couldn't move. The voice went through him like ice. He could feel it even after she stopped speaking.

“Hello?” she said again.

He heard noise in the background, the TV going, and a man saying, “Who is it?” over the sound of the TV.

“Who is this?” she said.

He hung up the phone gently.

He sat there for a long time, dazed, not feeling a thing.

FROM THE STORY “LIVING THROUGH THE WINTER,” BY MARY BUSH

LESSON

Often we set out to do things with the best of intentions, but the outcome is not what we anticipated. Sometimes our intentions are not clear; nevertheless we are moved to act. It is the same way with our characters. A young boy makes a phone call. He intended to talk, but now he can't bring himself to do so. The scene is filled with sound. The voice that goes through him is like ice. The TV is going in the background. The image is of sound coming through a TV screen, which reminds us of a voice through ice. Also in the background is a man's voice. The boy's intentions are thwarted. Bush accounts for that moment of defeat by telling us the character is left dazed and not feeling a thing.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Instead of a phone call, imagine the intent is to mail a letter, to stop for milk or gas or to see someone. List five things you intended to do in just the last few days.

2. Consider the interior of this quote. Imagine it's not a phone call, but a face-to-face encounter, a dialogue where a question goes unanswered. Try writing one of these. For example:

She couldn't speak. She intended to tell her brother, but the sight of him made her want to hide her face.

“What?” he said again. “What is it?”

She could see how innocent he was, and behind him were his children and his pretty wife.

“What?” he said. “Tell me.”

She shook her head and he turned and walked away, his family following behind.

She sat. …

3. What about the opposite, an intention realized? Even when we intend to do something and carry it through, things don't always turn out as we anticipated. Sometimes the opposite of what we expect occurs. Perhaps we are still left dazed or defeated or turned away by our own unmet expectation. Write a passage in which a character does precisely what she intends to do.

PREMONITION

READING

He bought the paper and some cigars and drank a Coca-Cola or two before he went in to breakfast with his father. After breakfast—out, out, out to attend to business. The getting out had in itself become the chief business. But he had realized that he could not keep this up much longer, and today he was afraid. He was aware that his routine was about to break up and he sensed that a huge trouble long presaged but till now formless was due. Before evening, he'd know.

Nevertheless he followed his daily course and crossed the lobby.

FROM THE NOVEL SEIZE THE DAY, BY SAUL BELLOW

LESSON

Sometimes in life we have the feeling that the future is sneaking up on us. It comes to us exactly as Bellow evokes it. We realize. We become aware. We feel a change in the air. There is little we can do about this. When it comes over us, it is still only a feeling. Call it intuition or premonition. It is that sense we are being followed by what is to come. And like Bellow's character, we go on with our lives, convinced for reasons not yet apparent that change is coming.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Make a list of synonyms for realize, aware, presage. Keep this list handy.

2. Imagine you have a character who senses a change coming. Begin with two small acts. Rewrite Bellow's text, using this frame: He bought _____. After breakfast, _____.

3. In Bellow's third sentence, a fact is established. This becomes the foundation of the premonition. Try sentences like these: The showing up for work had in itself become work. The driving had in itself become a reason not to make the trip.

4. Now, from your list of synonyms, complete the movement into premonition. Fill out your paragraph by completing this frame: He realized _____. He was aware _____, and he sensed _____. Before evening, _____.

5. Now move back to narrative. Bellow starts a new paragraph to make this move. Try the same technique yourself.

ACTION TO INTERIOR

READING

… I will not defend myself. I was experiencing a peculiar revenge towards my sister. But I intended this familiarity to stop; I fully intended to control its limits.

Later, when he drove onto the dirt road which led to the graveyard, saying that he had left something, I knew that my revenge had conjoined with his and that we would very soon prove uncontrollably, weakly submissive to our instincts.

He parked behind the white shed, leaving the door of the truck yawning open.

FROM THE STORY “SHED OF GRACE,” BY MELISSA PRITCHARD

LESSON

The narrator has reasons in her mind to betray her sister. Her sister's husband has reasons of his own. Their mutual ambitions become one. In the middle paragraph, Pritchard follows action with her character's interior. These thoughts interrupt the action, allowing it to take place without being narrated. This character is able to make these moves for several reasons. The most obvious reason is first person license, the first-person narrator's ability to make quick moves in and out of thoughts because of an intimate relationship with the reader. This character expresses a need to be understood by the reader, a need to explain her actions. She is self-conscious. She is the subject of her thoughts and deeds.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Make a list of the phrases particular to a character expressing his or her own interior. For example: I was experiencing … ; I fully intended … ; I was aware … ; I knew …

2. Create a sentence in which you move from the action of the story to the interior thoughts of a character. For example: Earlier, when she went to town saying she needed groceries, I knew that my distrust of her would only grow with time.

3. In the first two lines of the passage, the character explains herself. Create a small movement where one of your characters does the same thing. For example: I will not lie. I was enjoying what was happening to my town. But I intended to put a stop to it. I fully intended …

REALIZATION

READING

I let the lamb go. It just lay there awhile. I had to kick it gently a couple of times before it stood up on its own. It cried to its mother. The old ewe came running, letting it hide under her body. I tipped my hatbrim up and let the wind cool my forehead. I tasted blood on my lips, spitting, already feeling tired. I looked around. There were a lot more undoctored sheep than it seemed. My face and eyes burned from the Sioux's holy sun. I knew at that moment this was not my future—not this farm, this labor, not this whole sphere of human toil. I would do anything I had to do to get away.

FROM THE NOVEL LEAVING THE LAND, BY DOUGLAS UNGER

LESSON

Characters are like us in that they come to moments where they see the writing on the wall or, in this case, what's written in the sky, lit by the sun. The narrator catalogues his actions, step by step, and they clear his mind, prepare him for a realization, a decision that will beget decision. Beyond that this will not be his future; he turns on himself and confesses he will do anything he has to do to change his life's course. But before all that, see how the moment is built. The acts are small and can be witnessed. The first imperceptible act is the wind cooling his forehead. Then he tastes, then he feels and then he turns inward, toward the realization.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Think of a job or task that you know well, such as weeding a garden, paying bills or washing dishes. Write five succinct, precise sentences that lay out the sequence of the procedure. For example: I fill the sink with water. I let the dishes slide to the bottom. I squeeze out more soap and stir the water. It foams and bubbles at my wrist. The phone rings, but I don't dry my hands, don't answer it.

2. Now describe what cannot be seen. Start with one of the senses. For example: The water is too hot for my hands. I feel them redden and swell, but the phone has stopped ringing. I knew then he would not be coming back. …

3. Continue, telling what your character would not do. For example: … because I would not answer his call, would not say, I forgive you, would not open his letters, would not even remember he'd ever been a part of my life. I would do anything to not ever remember again.

INTO DRAMATIC MOMENT

READING

I saw him many times, caught glimpses of his truck, of him, but only once in thirty years did he look back at me, last summer when Costin's old place caught heat and burned and everybody gathered there. The barn was still burning, but the house had gone. People shone flashlights over the ash pile, but there was nothing left to see but charred wood and one lone teapot on a blackened stove. Across the ashes that had been the house, against the blaze that was the barn, stood Call.

FROM THE STORY “WHAT THE THUNDER SAID,” BY JANET PEERY

LESSON

This passage comes toward the end of the story. Peery shoots forward thirty years to this moment, a last contact between characters who were lovers when we last saw them. Phrase by phrase she moves us into this drama of their final meeting, into the feel of events unfolding before our eyes. Thirty years becomes last summer, last summer becomes was still burning. Another way she makes the moment large is simply by widening our view of it. She moves from words like glimpses and flashlights, to small details like the charred wood and lone teapot, to the blaze that was the barn. The light grows big, and Call becomes as enormous in our eyes as the fire around him.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Rewrite Peery's first sentence. Go from ten years to last week. For example: I saw her often, caught glimpses of her car, of her, but only once in ten years did she look my way, last week when a wind brought down trees along the highway and everybody came out of their houses.

2. Rewrite this as a reunion. For example: I didn't see her after that, not for six years did our paths cross, until last weekend when the sun was hot and everybody headed for the park.

3. Think about the way we see, the way we focus. Reread Peery's last three sentences. Write three sentences that make the same move. An example: The six-story building was mirrored glass and held the sun. People passed in front of it, and it was hard to see but color or shape, tall man, short woman, boy in a blue T-shirt. Then across the way, against the light of the building, was my father, waiting for me.

OUT OF DRAMATIC MOMENT

READING

We shall come back, no doubt, to walk down the Row and watch young people on the tennis courts by the clump of mimosas and walk down the beach by the bay, where the diving floats lift gently in the sun, and on out to the pine grove, where the needles thick on the ground will deaden the footfall so that we shall move among trees as soundlessly as smoke. But that will be a long time from now, and soon now we shall go out of the house and go into the convulsion of the world, out of history into history and the awful responsibility of Time.

FROM THE NOVEL ALL THE KINGS MEN. BY ROBERT PENN WARREN

LESSON

This is the final paragraph of All the King's Men. In the first line, the narrator speaks of an eventual return to the places the novel inhabits. However, look at the verbs Penn Warren uses: walk, watch, lift, will deaden and shall move. These are all very easy, gentle verbs. They give the mood of a stroll, of slipping quietly away, of a fade-out on a movie screen. Even as Penn Warren is speaking of action, he is moving us slowly to rest.

The final sentence begins But that will be a long time from now. This also transports the reader away from the drama of the novel. A return is a long way off. The motion of this sentence is similar to the flight of an eagle over some dinner he wants. There is the descent, almost a glide so that you might even think the bird means to land on the water, but then he snatches the fish, his wings beat, and he and the fish take off in another direction. Penn Warren sends his narrator out of the house and into the world. It's as if he were a parent bundling up a child and sending it forth, telling that child to go ahead, but be careful. But of course, Penn Warren is speaking to all of us.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Let's look at this, not as an ending, but perhaps as a middle, something that might precede a line break. Try to rewrite this passage, saving its essential movement. Your story may not have the space for such large issues as time and history and mankind, but what if a character is moving or has lost a job, or a flood has come through? On such occasions, we may wish to allow for what has been and look toward what will come. List five more of these turning points in life. Begin: I will come back ___

2. Penn Warren's first sentence conveys what has been by telling what will be. He does this by making inextricable movement and place: to walk down the Row and watch young people on the tennis courts by the clump of mimosas. … He does this several times. Try another sentence: Ben thinks he will come back to swim in the creek and watch the trout rise in the deepest holes, and walk. …

3. Now turn to what stands in the way, something Penn Warren does in his second sentence. Continue: … But that won't be for some time, and now he will get in his car and find the highway, drive west. …

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

READING

One of my favorite examples of bureaucratic understatement has long been the commercial airlines' decision to refer to the horror of motion sickness on their official barf bags as “motion discomfort.” “Discomfort” describes the internal upheaval of motion sickness the way that “neck ache” describes hanging. The specific feelings that attend a full-fledged case of motion sickness are probably impossible to describe, but what the hell, let's try.

It begins subtly enough with a flickering sense of ennui.

FROM THE ESSAY “MY LIFE WITH THE HORROR,” BY DONALD KATZ

LESSON

It's safe to say that just about anything can make for a good story. If ever you had your doubts, go find this essay by Donald Katz. In the last line of the excerpt included here, the antecedent of the pronoun It is—you guessed it—motion sickness. This essay is about all manner of motion sickness. The narrator begins in grand and high-minded style, speaking of bureaucratic understatement, going at the English language and its abuse by way of euphemism, something he feels further exacerbates the condition of his own weak stomach. This umbrage, this pique, sets the tone for what is to come. He goes on to make an analogy, “Discomfort” describes the internal upheaval of motion sickness the way that “neck ache” describes hanging, the boldness of which heightens the indignity and in turn raises the level of importance of his subject. This accomplished, he settles into narrative with the naturalness of a true storyteller. In the last two sentences of the quote, he uses tried-and-true methods to enter the narrative.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

In exercises one, two and three you are asked to make lists. Keep them separate and number each entry.

1. The sentence “Discomfort” describes the internal upheaval of motion sickness the way that “neck ache” describes hanging heightens the subject and its importance to the storyteller. List five more like this. Use the following frames to get started: “_____” describes the _____ of _____ the way that “_____” describes _____. To say “_____” in describing _____ is about like saying that “_____” describes _____.

2. The phrase but what the hell, let's try signifies a marked casualness, perhaps the necessary attitude to assume when one embarks on an odd topic. List five more of these. For example: but who cares, let's give it a shot.

3. The phrase It begins subtly enough takes us into narrative, the beginning of a story. List five more of these. For example: It starts out quietly enough … ; It commences with barely a flicker.

4. You now have three lists of five each, fifteen beginnings or turns of phrase or openings to a story. Play some games with your lists. Try the following: (a) Pick, for instance, the third entry on each list. With some imagination, can you make them work together? (b) Your lists are created in the order the phrases/sentences appear in the quote. Can you rearrange them and find combinations that work? (c) Find a set of three that seem to click for you. Write them down in the order you want and keep going.

ENDING QUIETLY

READING

So we kept on with it. His fingers rode my fingers as my hand went over the paper. It was like nothing else in my life up to now.

Then he said, “I think that's it. I think you got it,” he said. “Take a look. What do you think?”

But I had my eyes closed. I thought I'd keep them that way for a little longer. I thought it was something I ought to do.

“Well,” he said. “Are you looking?”

My eyes were still closed. I was in my house. I knew that. But I didn't feel like I was inside anything.

“It's really something,” I said.

FROM THE STORY “CATHEDRAL,” BY RAYMOND CARVER

LESSON

A story can come to a quiet, peaceful ending in what is learned or changed or accomplished. We can render this change with small, incremental moves. In Carver's ending, the narrator is up late with his wife's houseguest, who happens to be blind. The narrator has his eyes closed, pretending to be blind, and the blind man is guiding his hand in the drawing of a cathedral. The moment is defined in the declaration It was like nothing in my life up to now. Purely and simply put, but still extraordinary to this man's life. The narrator keeps his eyes closed even after they are finished with the drawing. He gives us small truths in small sentences as entrances to his mind: I was in my house. I knew that. “It's really something. …”

Notice, too, the small deceptions involved here. The narrator comments as if he really is looking at the drawing, when in fact his eyes are still closed. These are white lies that recognize the difference between the two men, but also express a desire for some mutual understanding, the common ground of the cathedral.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Your narration has come to the moment of conclusion. You wish for movement to become poised. Carver does that in the first sentence of this passage. Create five more of these moments. Some examples: So we kept driving. So we continued down the path we were on. So she went on with what she was saying.

2. Choose one of your sentences and complete the paragraph. For example: So we kept driving. His fingers held the steering wheel as my hand rested on his leg. It was like no place else in my life I'd ever been.

3. Try this. In several lines, Carver has the narrator affirm what he has told us: I thought I'd keep them that way for a little longer. I thought it was something I ought to do. I was in my house. I knew that. Follow your paragraph in exercise two with three statements your character makes and allow him the three sentences necessary to reaffirm these statements.

ENDING WITH INEVITABILITY

READING

… There is every possibility that my baby will be loved and cared for and will grow up to be like any of these people. Another contraction, and I reach out for Oliver's hand but stop in time and stroke it, don't squeeze.

I am really at some out-of-the-way beach house, with a man I am not married to, and people I do not love, in labor.

Sven squeezes a lemon into the pitcher. Smoky drops fall into the soda and wine. I smile, the first to hold out my glass. Pain is relative.

FROM THE STORY “GIRL TALK,” BY ANNE BEATTIE

LESSON

Often what you do not write is as important as what you do write. In this story, the reader knows what has begun. The narrator tells of a contraction, creates dramatic distance, and then tells us she is in labor. Consider the sentence where she reveals this: the third sentence. The subject and verb are the first two words: I am. She then holds the sentence, raises it, suspends it the way a singer might hold a note, and finally she tells us. Beattie's sentences hold to something that is patternlike. They have a fluid rhythm created by two- and three-word phrases. There are three reference points for the narrator—what she thinks, what she feels, and what she does—and she is their only connection. What is not written? The birth itself. It is not necessary. It will come of its own accord. The reader is left to imagine it.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Imagine an event like childbirth, an event that is out of our control. Perhaps a fall, perhaps the course of a sudden illness, a car wreck. Name five more of these.

2. Choose one of these events and rewrite Beattie's third line. Use the past tense. For example: I was standing on an icy sidewalk in New York, with a woman I just met, and friends of hers who were strangers to me and I was falling.

3. The narrator is moving inside of herself and outside and back inside. She is in a place and is narrating the action of that place. All the while, she has something very important on her mind, and she is narrating that also. This is one way of rendering a character's interior. The events inside this woman's body and mind are powerful, and they will not relent. The action inside your character may be less determined, but you can still use these same alternations to make that move. Write a paragraph that mimics this inside story and outside story narration. Alternate your description, sentence by sentence, interior then exterior.

ENDING WITH CONSEQUENCE

READING

… He jumped up and ran to his room, to kiss him, to tell him that he loved him, that he would never fail him again.

The light was on in Norton's room but the bed was empty. He turned and dashed up the attic stairs and at the top reeled back like a man on the edge of a pit. The tripod had fallen and the telescope lay on the floor. A few feet over it, the child hung in the jungle of shadows, just below the beam from which he had launched his flight into space.

FROM THE STORY “THE LAME SHALL ENTER FIRST,” BY FLANNERY O'CONNOR

LESSON

Sometimes our characters make mistakes. They set in motion events they cannot control. In this passage, Sheppard runs to his son's room to tell him he loves him. He has been neglecting Norton because in his capacity as a counselor he has been paying attention to another boy. The first sentence in the quote comes at the end of a long passage when Sheppard realizes his mistake. He wants to make it up to Norton. But, of course, it's too late. As readers, we knew of the boy's growing distance from his father. Like Sheppard, we were concerned, but not alarmed. We discover the boy just as his father does, and as we think back, we see the chain of events leading to this act.

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Write three sentences like O'Connor's first. Notice how the sentence grows. For example: He jumped down from the truck and ran to the house, to kiss her, to tell her that he loved her, that he would always stay by her side.

2. Move to the second sentence. Notice how O'Connor pauses here, achieves some distance. Select one of your sentences from above and continue with a sentence like O'Connor's second. For example: The light was on in the kitchen, but she wasn't there.

3. Continue. You must decide how this will turn: for the good or the bad? The cliché in writing workshops is that you have to earn such moments. Sometimes clichés are not so far from the truth.

ENDING WITH KNOWLEDGE

READING

And after that, it was all over. And I did not want that to happen to me—did not, in fact, think it ever would. I knew what love was about. It was about not giving trouble or inviting it. It was about not leaving a woman for the thought of another one. It was about never being in that place you said you'd never be in. And it was not about being alone. Never that. Never that.

FROM THE STORY “SWEETHEARTS,” BY RICHARD FORD

LESSON

Sometimes we would like a character to be so bold as to tell us what he has learned. Think of an actor who comes to the front of the stage and talks to the audience, acknowledges its presence. Ford ends here on the tight urgency of something realized that must be said before such clarity of mind is lost. He repeats the words and, that, it, was, about, never. The word it takes on several meanings. It and that refer to the same thing; they are joined in that way in the first sentence. It begins three sentences, and And begins three sentences. The last two sentences echo Poe's “The Raven.”

WRITING POSSIBILITIES

1. Make a declaration. Take Ford's line: I knew what love was about. Challenge yourself to be bold about a dozen of life's most important bits of knowledge. Rewrite his line twelve times. Some examples: I knew what hate was about. I knew what happiness was about.

2. Pick one of your dozen declarations and craft the five or six conditions you know about it. Begin as Ford did: It was about …

3. Now claim this for your own. Start by switching to the present tense. Ford's passage would read: I now know what love is about. It's about …

4. Find a single word to change in your paragraph. For example: I knew the truth about love. The truth is, it …
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