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I

1 Nobody knows how to write a book. Nobody even knows how to start. Start at the start, says the wag.

2 For many years the opening line of a story or novel was the first thing I knew, never changing through drafts, though everything else did: chronology, plot, setting, character. My ambition was to end up as an entry in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations. I used to be a librarian; I wanted to appear in a reference book.

That hasn’t happened yet, so I’ve been forced to write my own.

3 This is a book that dispenses advice, composed by a writer of fiction. As with any such book or craft talk or social media rant or workshop critique, a lot of it is hogwash. I’m talking to myself. That’s all writers really do. Give speeches to the mirror, whisper into a shell on the beach, find a stranger in a dive bar. Teach.

Eventually the odd writer is driven to write a book about writing. Craft books, these volumes are called: chipper, cheerleaderish, generally with an encouraging second-person narrator meant to make the whole exhausting process of writing a book seem possible. You can do it!

It’s a reasonable stance: you’ll never stand on the winner’s podium if you can’t get off the starting block.

But I don’t know if you can write a book. I don’t know if I can write a book. I don’t know if I can write this book, though over the past thirty years I’ve published four novels, three collections of short stories, and a memoir, and have written several more unpublished books. (How many? We won’t speak of that yet.) Everything that I have ever believed was true and immutable about my work has changed. Only certain obsessions remain. A writing life, I’ve come to believe, is a yearslong process of casting away everything you once believed for sure.

4 I’m not sure what craft means when it comes to writing fiction. How to think about the elements of fiction, perhaps, whatever an element is. Character, plot, setting, theme, structure, time, language, dialogue. (This isn’t a complete list.) Of these, what’s essential? Some fiction has no dialogue, or no defined setting—though maybe placelessness is itself a kind of setting. Language? There are word-free graphic novels that are undeniably fiction. No single element of fiction makes fiction fiction.

How do you separate such things anyway? Fiction isn’t human anatomy, with a circulatory system separate from the skeleton, reproductive organs intertwined with but distinct from digestion. A piece of fiction isn’t a human being, though it is human, or should be. It can’t be all blood, or all bones, or all breath, or blood and bones and breath but no muscle to move. All bones and no spirit. All metaphor but no human will.

It would be useful to be able to map it, as the body is mapped in an anatomy book, with acetate transparencies so that you can lift away plot and leave character, lift away character and study tension, lower each and see it: the human hand, a human story.

5 When I was a child, I had a brown blanket with a café au lait binding. The blanket itself was terrible, some late 1960s synthetic material that, by the time it came to me, had developed hard warts and polyps. I can’t imagine that it was ever soft or pleasant; you could have grated cheese upon it. I didn’t carry it around or name or anthropomorphize it in the security blanket tradition. I didn’t love it, only the way it made me feel. The binding at the top was satin, also synthetic but silken, slippery—material can fail to accomplish things in one form and succeed in another; this, too, is a lesson of fiction—and I took enormous pleasure in running that binding across my top lip, right under my nose, back and forth in an arc across the peaks of my philtrum. It comforted me, even when the satin fabric began to wear out and show its warp and weft.

That’s how I am with my first sentences, with my mind instead of my lip, words instead of a satin binding, this, this, in a way that would be unsettling, were the gesture visible.

Thank God I’m invisible when I write, body and mind, entirely alone and wallowing at my desk.

6 I don’t think it’s a bad thing, to want to write a first sentence so idiosyncratic, so indelible, so entirely your own that it makes people sit up or reach for a pen or say to a beloved, “Listen to this.” A first line needn’t be ornate or long. It needn’t grab you by the lapels and give you what for. A first line is only a demand for further attention, an invitation to the rest of the book. Whisper or bellow, a polite request or a monologue meant to repel interruption. I believe a first line should deliver some sort of pleasure by being beautiful or mysterious or funny or blunt or cryptic. Why would anyone start a novel, “It was June, and the sun was out,” which could be the first line of any novel or story? It tells you nothing. It asks nothing of you.

Not everyone agrees with me, nor do all great novels have memorable first lines. Pull books from your shelf and you will find plenty that start with a month or day of the week plus the weather. Maybe there’s a good argument: if you orient your reader on some level immediately, they will be ready for disorientation on others. Flatness can be a screen upon which brightness may be projected. Disorientation is one of the duties of fiction.

No, I insist. A generic first line is a failure of nerve.

7 It might be helpful to believe in absolutes when you’re first writing fiction. You can’t have more than one point of view in a story. Novel chapters should be a uniform length. The present tense brings the reader in. The present tense is shallow as a dime. Epiphanies are how we understand life. Epiphanies are false, flimsy. These absolutes should be as small and solid as training wheels; like training wheels, you can easily take them off later.

I have never encountered a rule for fiction I believed in, at least in the long run, apart from Don’t use a gothic font to make your work feel spooky.

8 What do you do? I’m a writer. What do you write? Short stories and novels. Have you written anything I’ve ever read? Statistically speaking, no. What kind of novels? Literary fiction. What does that mean?

Nobody actually knows. Writing whose major aim is to be good, that aspires to be art no matter its content (though it can aspire for plenty of other things, too, including commercial success). Arguments about genre are pretty dull. When I was a child writer in the 1980s, literary writing was thought to be only a certain kind of realistic fiction, though there was evidence all around, stretching back to the origins of storytelling, that great literary art could involve miracles, monsters, love stories, the impossible yet true. I myself like art with magic and monsters, love stories, murders, and unhappy couples drinking whiskey; I like art that involves space and time travel and science, illustrated narratives; I like art above all, work that wants to move and surprise me, with lofty aims and a wish to be original. Of course I have my snobberies, but these involve uninspired prose and ineffable sadness.

I try not to dispense imperatives. All my advice contradicts itself.

9 Don’t follow writing advice like a recipe. A cookbook’s goal is to teach you how to create a soufflé that looks pretty much like other people’s soufflés, which makes sense for soufflés. Note when a piece of advice strikes a gong in your soul. Note when you consider throwing a book across the room. Read fiction this way, too. What we love is inspiring, but what we hate is instructive. Hatred has edges sharp enough to use as a protractor, is magnetic enough to find true north.

Any writer’s ideal craft manual must be bespoke, like a suit, made to measure. Write a manifesto aimed only at your own work without worrying whether it applies to or offends anybody else in the world. Address, in your silent heart, punctuation, plot, character, all your picayune concerns and grandiose plans, all the things that made you want to be a writer. Make it living, an armor-clad list that might change. It will be dearer to you than any other guide.

10 If I can be immodest (I’m writing a book; of course I’m immodest), students over the years have suggested that I write a craft book. I’ve never been interested. No writer should ever approach a genre cynically. Many so-called literary writers decide to try their hands at a thriller to make their fortune, except they don’t like thrillers, and they write bad ones, and they do not make their fortunes.

I don’t like craft books. It’s possible that I’ve never read one through. I distrust both rules and optimism, and the combination gives me the heebie-jeebies. Craft feels like regarding a vast tapestry and saying, This is how I wove the blue part.

When I write, my own decisions are guided by delusion, heartfelt wishes, hubris, and a fondness for running jokes, not clarity, structural integrity, or literary merit. We are not meant to know what we’re doing. I’m not meant to know what I’m doing. Spiderwebs are sturdier, made as they are by engineers, but they’re my inspiration, unadorned or jeweled with dew.

11 When I was in graduate school, I had classmates who derided the thesaurus, who insisted that if you didn’t know a word, if it didn’t jump to mind, then it didn’t belong in fiction. Ten-dollar words, they might say of vocabulary they didn’t like.

I like all reference books—I have my grandfather’s first-edition Oxford English Dictionary in thirteen enormous volumes, which I consult as often as the up-to-date OED online—but for inspiration and joy, there is nothing like a thesaurus. (I’m too fond of the word joy; I’ve looked it up in my Roget’s and not found anything better. Afflatus was one of the related words offered under joy: excitation, an enticing word I guessed most people wouldn’t know and which might suggest flatulence, with which it shares a root. I looked up flatulence next—Looking Up Flatulence in Roget’s Thesaurus could be the title of my memoir—and found some wonderful words I might use elsewhere: petillant, crepitation.)

What joyless duds those people were in my grad program, who abstained from the thesaurus and tried to get everyone else to as well, members of the Iowa Linguistic Temperance Union. “You’re drunk,” they might say to me and my favorite writers. “Drunk on language.” They even had tiny hatchets, the pens they used to cross out any words they deemed superfluous in somebody else’s work.

12 This book isn’t organized as rigorously as a thesaurus. Its arrangement is what made sense to me—vague broad concepts, digressions, flights of fancy. Organization is not one of my skills, but other people’s organizational brilliance makes me swoon, like grace on the dance floor and polyglotism, and so a professional has created an index, though I have amended it.

This book is designed to be read through, but that’s not a requirement. You may open it anywhere, skip around, or turn to the back to look up metaphor or digression or Roget, Dr. Peter Mark, who wrote in the introduction to the first edition of his thesaurus, “The communication of our thoughts by means of language, whether spoken or written, like every other object of mental exertion, constitutes a peculiar art, which, like other arts, cannot be acquired in any perfection but by long and continued practice.” I am much of his opinion. He is one of only two other writers quoted in these pages.

13 If you read this book and think, That’s not what my teacher says, and That’s not what my favorite craft book says, I’m sure you’re right. Writers disagree with one another, necessarily.

14 Ordinarily, I don’t think of a particular audience when I write. Posterity, perhaps. But not the reader or a reader or any real-world friend, no matter how close.

This book is different. It has to be. It’s meant to be of use. Art should be of use, too, of course; it has always been of use to me. In fact, I’d be desolate to think that my own books were not, once published, useful. But I don’t think of usefulness when I write, what my words might mean to a stranger. I’m much more self-centered than that. I care what they mean to me.

Writing a craft book requires a different sort of self-centeredness. Self-importance, perhaps, my least favorite sort of egocentricity.

15 If you’re writing a book, I tell my students, you better make it a book of your heart: something you suspect only you can write, something that will menace you if you don’t get it down on the page. Too many people try to write somebody else’s book, hoping that it’s publishable.

I wasn’t ever interested in writing a craft manual because I didn’t know how to make it a book of my heart. But I grow older, and I know I won’t teach forever, though teaching means more to me every year. I like thinking about fiction; I like talking to myself.

One of my students, a serious musician, suggested that (because I hate the word craft) I might prefer technique. Yes, much better. Technique is forward-looking, aimed at art; craft feels always like it’s looking down at a bowl of something searching for shape. Maybe it’s just that it’s both verb and noun. It conjures in my mind sculpting with bad material, already drying out as I try to shape it. As a writer I do so little deliberately that I don’t think I could explain to another person how I do it; as a teacher I don’t believe that I can tell somebody the steps that will result in their own original work. Impossible! Nobody could.

Even so, I’ve taught creative writing for thirty-five years, longer than I’ve been publishing books, and I am now filled to the brim with opinions. “I don’t think I’m right,” I tell my students, “except I’m pretty sure I am.” I believe in modes of thinking, not rules. At heart, as both fiction writer and teacher, I’m an aphorist and a metaphorist. Even when it comes to advice, I’m mostly interested in dispensing interesting and persuasive language. I hope to provoke my students into thinking the most interesting thoughts that they can, so they can teach themselves how to write.

16 Some of my students have gone on to success, have written and published extraordinary work that has done well in the world. Pride in somebody else’s accomplishments has always struck me as an odd emotion, vampiric and interfering. Still, of all the useful things teaching has given me—an ever-changing way to think about my own fiction, a sense that I know what younger people are preoccupied by, a livelihood that is never the same year to year, faith in my own life’s work (my livelihood is teaching; my life’s work is writing)—the thing I take the most unattractive pleasure in is having read parts of brilliant books before anyone else, in class, during thesis work, or even before, in an application for grad school. No, I don’t feel pride, but something darker: exclusivity, as close to being in with the In Crowd as I have ever been.

Sometimes I read a book by a young writer I have never met, have had nothing to do with, and enjoy it so much I look for my name in the acknowledgments.

17 Occasionally a student will beg me for a rule. “Just one,” the student will say. “Something, anything.” I refuse.

18 No good writing results from assiduously following a set of rules. When a short story fails—when people read your work and are confounded—it’s because the story is breaking rules it has set up for itself. Time moves in a way we haven’t been taught to follow. Characters act inconsistently, or like clichés, following patterns of human behavior from outside the story: movies or television or bad fiction or received knowledge. The level of reality fluctuates for no reason. The story hasn’t taught you how to read it.

If a good short story arises from following rules, it’s despite, not because. That story might have been better, even great, had its author thrown away all outside rules. This is true for novels as well, but people are less insistent that novels have rules, or perhaps they’re worse at making them up.

Different writers need different advice. Different projects by the same writer, even. Nearly any piece of standard advice I’ve ever given out has over the years been shown its opposite by some brilliant book or another.

19 Here’s what I’m left with:

Ambition is everything. Fiction isn’t ballet. It’s not marathoning. You don’t have to start small, with drills or exercises; there’s nothing you need to perfect before moving on. Your budget for characters and sets and props and visual effects is infinite. You can splash out for equipment, but it isn’t necessary. You should attempt everything. Ambition in fiction is merely the willingness to make mistakes. Mistakes are essential. It’s not ice-skating. You won’t break a bone. Sometimes a young writer decides to put off writing certain things, thinking they’re too “technically difficult.” This is a bad idea: if something excites you, don’t wait. You might forget what interested you so, and, moreover, there are some things you can only write when you’re young, and some things you can only write when you’re old. You can always try to write the same thing when you’re older; it will be a different book altogether. Like love itself, which is different at different times of life. Not less passionate or more impetuous, not deeper: the quality of the depth is different. Life changes you. It changes you on the cellular level. You learn astonishing things; you forget astonishing things, too, so completely that, looking back, it feels like a loss of faith. But you have only put your faith elsewhere. Your vision changes even if trained on the same thing. Some great writers produce nothing but the same book over and over, written at different ages, with only the occasional clunker.

Concentrate on process. When you’re uncertain about the writing itself—the sentences or the content—write through it. If a page is impossible, try a sentence; if a sentence won’t come, take notes. Writing is a form of thought. Any superannuated writer will tell you—I’m one—that years after the end of any writing class or program, it isn’t the most promising writers who are still working, still publishing books, it’s the most bullheaded. I’m one of those, too. Don’t be afraid to romanticize your process, as long as by romanticize you mean make lovable. This only goes for good habits. If you romanticize your bad habits and deficiencies—a too-common thing for writers!—you will grow to love them, and you’ll be perfectly happy never writing a thing.

Be stranger. Embrace your particular oddness. Don’t give up your obsessions. They are dear to you: they are what make your work original. Be open to new fixations in life as well as writing. When you are fascinated with a subject or place or image, that fascination will exist for the fiction you write about it. Perhaps this seems obvious: of course you should be interested in what you write about! You might be surprised at how many otherwise excellent writers choose material almost at random, a sort of frame to arrange their sentences and characters upon. These writers would rather be good than interesting; they worry about being caught in a passion. But what the writer isn’t interested in will never interest a reader. Your work may be beautifully formed, articulate, full of meaning, but if you’re not interested in it, it won’t have a soul.

20 Everything I say is true about writing is true for me. I understand it’s not true for all writers. Most of the time I understand.






II

21 Years ago when I was in graduate school, my head was filled with rules for fiction, edicts from professors or classmates, a few foolish notions I came up with myself. These rules were based on the anxieties of the time and place, 1988–1990, the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. Plenty of writing advice comes out of the anxieties of the time; in thirty years, at least some of today’s common advice will seem old-timey and wrong.

We were told, or told ourselves, a lot of things. For instance, we should strive to be timeless. No very specific historical markers, nothing that could be seen as only now. In this way our work wouldn’t become outdated. As though we could keep that from happening! I had classmates who said that fiction shouldn’t be political, who intoned at every opportunity, Show, don’t tell, or Write what you know, or Kill your darlings.

People said, Show, don’t tell, so often it had the valence of a mob threat, something everyone knew you should do because the made guys said so. Snitches get stitches. I still don’t know what it means exactly.

Write what you know. Subtext: maybe you don’t know anything. Subtext: if your life hasn’t been interesting, you can’t be a writer.

Kill your darlings. If you love something, kill it. If it comes back to you, kill it again.

It’s true that such pieces of advice prove the power of language, because they sound plausible even though they’re devoid of meaning.

I can still picture the faces of the people who said these things to me (as some of my classmates can surely picture my face, saying something ignorant) because it was so long ago. My grudges are fossilized, preserved in excellent, unmalleable detail.

I loved graduate school: I made dear friends at Iowa who are still dear to me, whether or not we’re still in touch. We took one another seriously. Nothing is better. That might be my number one piece of advice for young writers: find the hardest-working writers you know; take one another seriously.

22 You should dismiss grudges when you can. If they stick around despite everything, they probably mean something. Use them.

23 Possibly the most ubiquitous advice is that you must write every day. Real writers write every day—that’s what the director of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop told us at our first-day picnic. Plenty of writers do. Make it a job. Sit at your desk and put your time in, first thing in the morning, four hours or five hundred words or five pages. Do the math: in a year you’ll have a draft of a book, even if you move slowly.

It’s excellent advice for those for whom it is good advice, and, I imagine, satisfying to dispense. Nothing ambiguous about it. I would go so far as to say that everyone should try daily writing. You might find it changes your life.

As advice, though, it’s not universally useful. Not everyone can write every day; not every writer wants to or works best on such a schedule. I became a writer so I wouldn’t have to do math or keep accounts. I can hear the voice of an every-day writer even now: If you wanted to—if you were serious! No: by circumstance or temperament, some writers can’t or shouldn’t. Many people work on timetables run by the needs of others: small children, elderly parents. Other people’s illnesses; their own. Their own need to work a job to support themselves or others.

There are circumstantial reasons not to write every day, but you don’t need one if writing every day makes you write badly. That’s reason enough.

Worse: if you believe you must write every day and life intervenes and you stop, it can feel as though you’ve stopped for good. Too late to pick it up again. You might even feel ashamed. Writing becomes an unpaid bill. You can’t even open the envelope. You stick it in a drawer so you don’t have to look at it. Then the time away from writing stretches on.

24 Writing isn’t ballet, nor piano. It scarcely takes a single literal muscle. You won’t injure yourself, writing after days or weeks of not writing; you won’t have atrophied. Indeed, you may be a cicada of a writer, back full force after going away
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