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Write in recollection and amazement for yourself.


— Jack Kerouac








INTRODUCTION:
A Life in Words
At twelve thousand square feet, Kincaid's Billiards is larger than any nearby church, but it's just as filled with prayer, desire, and the need for one or another type of salvation.

This is where I come when words logjam in my brain. I play for the need of the perfect moment, and that perfect sound — the clack — that pure note of ball on ball. I play because the game reminds me that hard work and practice do pay off. I play because the distraction of the sport, which is similar to the process of writing, makes me see my work in a new light. I play because I like to win.

I tell my family I'm doing research.

The back room of Kincaid's is where the real players are found. They circle the table silently. Calculate the angle. Consider the calibration. Lean in. Show no mercy.

To me, it's just like a writer facing the page.

Billiards is not a gentleman's game. Mark Twain once said it “destroyed my naturally sweet disposition.” Still, many writers are drawn to it. George Plimpton was so obsessed that every party at his apartment ended with a game. The next morning, he had the staff of his Paris Review analyze maps of shots taken before magazine business could begin. Even Shakespeare had Cleopatra try to roust up a game. (Act 2, Scene 5: “[L]et's to billiards: come, Charmian.”)

I can understand. Pool is a game of nerve and bone. Of geometry and architecture. And lies. Lies you tell yourself, lies you tell others. And you must always practice. Always.

How is this not like writing?

With a story, or a novel, you begin with what is crucial. When you break the rack, it's the same. You are setting the tone, establishing a style. Then you have choices, so many angles to play. You have to be careful and choose the one you are the most able to capitalize on, the most crucial one. You have to make each shot count. As in writing, everything you do matters.

When I break the rack, I never go head-on. I always angle the rack, like I angle a story. I like to begin a little off -kilter, make it look impossible; it gives you more leverage. I always try to hit the cue ball as hard as I can, with authority and power. If I can put some English on it, a slight sidespin, I do it. Like an opening paragraph, how you break announces who you are, what your game is, what's at stake.

I ignore the easy shots. Any variation on a tricky pattern — hitting the rail first and then caroming back into the same rail — I try. I have to because it's all about the thrills, after all. The only problem is that I'm not very good at pool. I'm taking a huge risk with this style of play. And so, as with style in a story, I have to pay off the fancy shots. Always. The ball better end up in the pocket. Or, at the very least, create a problem cluster of balls that will be impossible for my opponent to overcome.

I try never to waste a shot. Never waste a word on the page.

Robert Byrne, a master player and teacher, has written twenty-three books about the game. He tells me that billiards, like writing, takes a certain mindfulness: “Philip Roth, in dismissing writers who talk about the mystical elements in writing, claimed that writing is an act of controlled intelligence. The writer is always in conscious control — as is the player.”

So when I lean across the felt and let the possible trajectories play out in my head, I think of Roth, of his writer in conscious control. I think about how to shape whatever story or novel I'm working on at the moment, how to see it from all different angles, as I see the shot from all angles.

All I want is that perfect peal of ball on ball. The perfect clack.

So I try to go big, try to make the impossible seem easy. More often than not, I learn a lesson in humility. But I keep on despite all my failures, as I keep writing. Pool reminds me that a passive defense is avoiding defeat, but an aggressive one improves your chances of winning.

The same is true of writing. So, in the silence of my office, I face the empty page. Lean in. Show no mercy.
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PART ONE

The Life

Above all, in the most silent hour of your night, ask yourself this: Must I write? Dig deep into yourself for a true answer. And if it should ring its assent, if you can confidently meet this serious question with a simple, “I must,” then build your life upon it. … Your life, in even the most mundane and least significant hour, must become a sign, a testimony to this urge.

— Letters to a Young Poet, Rainer Maria Rilke

1
EMBRACING THE PROFESSION
The most difficult part of being a writer is living the life. There are no guarantees that you will be a success, and, if you are, there are no guarantees that you will continue to succeed. But you just keep on working. You have no choice; it's as if being a writer is encoded in your DNA.

Lorrie Moore writes in her short story “How to Become a Writer”:
 
“First, try to be something, anything, else.”

But you can't. You're here for the duration.

Surviving as a writer is a constant art. You balance your desire to work, which is often overwhelming, and your work, which is often consuming, with your desire to have a full life with the people you love. That isn't easy.

A writer's life is focused in a way that others can't really understand. Most people go to work every day, take a paycheck home at the end of the week, and have time to see a movie or take in a ball game. Their lives are divided into the time that they work and the time they relax.

Writers are different: They're always working. Even when they're having fun, their minds are still working, recording the world around them. It's an occupational hazard. From the moment you wake up in the morning until you sleep at night, there's something about the particular sound of jaded laughter, the scent of a vanilla orchid, or the sight of an older woman carefully, painfully, walking across the street with a slight tremble in her gait that you can't turn away from. You take it all in, and it becomes a part of how you see the world, how you write.

Writing is not a profession — it's a way of being.

And so you travel, you inquire, you imagine — you write it all down. You're always in the process of learning and evolving. In order to survive, you need to understand that change is the only constant and you need to be careful not to get caught in the undertow of it.

You change your style as you mature in your craft: Issues that were of interest to you when you were in your twenties no longer captivate when you're thirty-five years old. You change your work habits when you have children, and it's more difficult to find time. You change how you go about your work when you suddenly find you have arthritis and need to use voice-activated software to write. Sometimes you even recreate yourself, changing both your name and style.

You are your own co-workers, your own office romance. You are given no safety net, no company 401K, and no health insurance benefits. Everything you have you've received through your own hard work, skill, and vision.

And while you're changing, the world changes around you. Your audience comes and goes. The society you live in gets more complex and your writing must always reflect that. We are now a society of visual creatures raised on the Internet, television, and film. We are messy thinkers with messy lives, and so our stories need to provide levels of truth and chaos with equal measure. There are no easy solutions anymore, no simple happy endings. Normal is never the norm. These days our mysteries don't even need a detective to solve them.

Even the method for the simple act of recording words has evolved from ink and paper to computers, and with that evolution, how you think and write changes: Your process can be much more fluid because you correct your text as you go. There are other forms of evolution, too. Some genres, like Westerns, fall out of favor, and their bones are incorporated into other genres or forms, such as literary fiction.

The constant art of being a writer is not without peril.

You have to be fluid if you want to continue to have an audience. And you have to be patient to find one. And you never can lose hope. Being a writer is about giving yourself over to a long process of building and rebuilding: You build your career one book, one reader, at a time. It's a never-ending process because even when you do publish, even when you do write that bestseller, it doesn't get easier.

Philip Roth once said, “Each time you begin a book, you're an amateur. You're different from the doctor who's been at it for fifty years. I don't have the confidence the doctor has when he opens the door to the waiting room. It's a doubt-ridden profession.”

At some point in your life, you may ask yourself if all the sacrifice and struggle is worth it, but you already know the answer in your heart. Writing is a journey filled with great joy. The sheer pleasure of spending every day of your life creating whole worlds is a gift unto itself — as is that first fan letter, or the moment that you pull up to a bookstore for a reading and people are lined up outside, all holding your books, all happy to see you.

Until Tony Hillerman died at the age of eighty-three, he had lived through two heart attacks, as well as prostate and bladder cancer. He still kept writing even though his eyesight was nearly gone, his hearing faded, and rheumatoid arthritis gnarled his hands.

“I'm getting old,” he said before his death, “but I still like to write.”

It's that simple. We write until we can no longer write again.

The life of a writer is a blessed and sometimes a difficult one, but it's the only life most of us are suited for. We are public dreamers, after all. We have no choice.

2
SETTING UP PRACTICE
In the nonfiction book Outliers, an analytical look at how people excel in their given fields, author Malcolm Gladwell suggests that the difference between a professional and a talented amateur is ten thousand hours of practice. “There is a threshold of preparation for greatness,” he says. “Nobody has been a chess grandmaster without having played for ten years, or composed great classical music without having composed for ten years.”

Aspire to greatness. Begin now.

Writing is real work, and you need a real place to do it. Don't write all over your house. Pick one place that you feel comfortable in and set it up with a chair, something to write at like a desk or a table, and something to write with. Once it's furnished, always refer to it as your office.

The importance of having a place to call your office can't be underestimated. It's vital. It gives you a sense of validity that encourages you to set the bar high. That said, finding a space is always a problem. Some writers' organizations, like The Loft in Minneapolis, rent writing rooms at a low rate. You may even find a community center or a business that has an extra room they can rent.

If you don't have the money or don't want to drive to an office every day, a spare room or the corner of your bedroom will make a great office. Any place that you can call your own will work — even if it's the dining room table set aside for your use from 8 P.M. to midnight. Some writers work in bed.

The key to using common spaces is to work when no one else is around. That makes it easier to have some time alone with your thoughts. John O'Hara worked at night. He began at midnight, after his family was asleep.

Jon Hassler, a college professor, would get up before dawn and write while the entire household was still asleep. He'd begin by rereading the work he'd done the day before, giving it a quick edit, and then moving on. He'd do that every weekday, putting in at least two hours of work before going to work. On the weekends and holidays, he'd spend time with his family. He found that by using this schedule he could get at least three good pages written every day, sometimes more. It would take about six months to write the first draft. When he was done, he'd start at the beginning and rewrite until he was finished.

Some people write in cafés or public places. It's difficult to imagine being so public during such an intimate act. Most feel quite naked when they write and are often overwhelmed by an idea or made uneasy by the discomfort that truth brings. Some cry. Some shout. Some reread paragraphs aloud to test their buoyancy. Some laugh until they can't breathe. To the casual observer, writers often seem quite mad (and probably are).

These coffeehouse writers are a brave lot to work in the fray of life like that; playwrights David Mamet and August Wilson are two of the most memorable practitioners. Still, Mamet says he doesn't polish his work that way.

So before you settle into writing in cafés, rather than setting up an office, ask yourself why you're doing it. If you find that you gather inspiration from being in a crowd and can actually get work done, then that's great. But if you suspect that you write in public because it makes you feel more like a writer, because people see you writing and you feel a sense of pride from that, you may want to set up that office in your home and save café writing for times when you're lonely or frustrated.

You really don't want to get tied up in living the writer's mystique. Having to play the role of the writer takes energy and takes away from your work.

Many years ago, I studied with the Nobel Prize-winning poet Derek Walcott at Boston University. “Your body is a tool, take care of it,” he said. “Go to bed early, get up early, and be ready to work. Keep regular hours. Do not drink or eat too much. You must be serious about the work.”

Countless others talk about how drinking interferes with their work and reduces their ability to produce. Barry Hannah once told a group at Sewanee Writers' Conference that he used to try to drink and write but when he was sober couldn't make sense of the work that he'd done. “And you can't write well with a hangover,” he added. John Cheever's lifelong struggle with alcoholism makes you wonder how much work he could have done if things had been different.

So don't worry about being the next best thing — just work on the next sentence and let the rest take care of itself.

Keep consistent hours. Writing is a job, after all. It gives you a sense of purpose to be at your desk by a specific time every day — five, six, or seven days a week.

How many hours you spend at your desk and how you divide that time is totally up to you. Many people who write full time will write in the morning and then, after lunch, work on the business end of things or research new work. Any schedule that fits your lifestyle is perfectly appropriate. There are many variations to consider.

Ernest Hemingway kept to a strict schedule while writing in Key West, waking at dawn and walking to his pool house, where he wrote 500 words a day at an old wooden desk. After work, he met his circle of friends every afternoon at 3:30 P.M. at Sloppy Joe's Bar.

Carl Hiaasen divides his week into two parts. He'll spend about two days writing his column for the Miami Herald and the rest of his time working on his own projects. In an effort to have his office perfectly quiet, he often wears a pair of ear muffs — like the ones you wear at a rifle range to protect your hearing. And when he wants things loud, his guitar collection is close at hand.

Sartorial decisions can also be important; surprisingly, writers are often concerned about what they wear to the office. Many never get out of their pajamas. Some only wear yoga pants. Some write buck naked.

John Cheever wore his only suit when he went to his studio in the morning. When he arrived, he undressed, hung it up, and worked in his underwear. After his day was done, he dressed and returned home.

Allan Gurganus says he wears a moving man's zip-up uniform because “I perspire so freely that I sweat my way through the fiction.”

The options, as you can see, are endless.

The most important part of setting up your practice is creating a set of goals. No matter if you write in the morning, afternoon, or late at night, if you are clothed or naked, it's always good to aim to write a number of words or pages every day and never leave your desk until you're done.

Three pages a day, about 600 to 700 words, is a doable amount. Multiply that by five days a week and it's approximately 3,000 a week, which is 12,000 a month. In four months, you'll have about 50,000 words, which is a nice start for a book.

That's not to say that the 50,000 words you pound out in that short amount of time will be publishable as is, that's just to say that if you followed this course you'd have a good-sized manuscript to work on. Begin each writing day by going over the previous day's work. Edit the pages so they will be fresh in your mind and then move on. This method really helps with continuity.

Of course, everybody has an individual style. Woody Allen once said that he would just stop working when he was at his peak, even if it was in the middle of a scene, so that he wouldn't face a blank page the next day.

Like many things about this profession, you have to do what feels right for you. It's up to you to decide what brings your most efficient and creative self to the game. If you don't want to sit for several hours, you can be like Thomas Wolfe and write standing up. Again, it's your choice.

Many writers find that music often helps stimulate creative energy, but stay away from anything that engages you too much. Music should be more of a white noise to stimulate you. If you find you're paying more attention to the words of a song, you might switch to classical or jazz. Or you can listen to the same song over and over again; it's amazing how quickly you stop hearing the words and just use the energy of the music to move you along through the workday.

Of course, music doesn't have to be white noise; it can also inspire you. I often listen to the blues when writing about the South, for example. Something about the depth of pain in the music informs my work.

If you're using a radio, be careful not to turn to talk radio unless you're doing research — again, you want your white noise to be part of the background and not to engage you.

There are other ways to create white noise. Some people run a fan. Some use a sound machine. While the sound of an electronic surf doesn't much resemble the real surf, it does provide a predictable noise that somehow focuses your mind.

Try to discover what makes you comfortable enough to write from that deep place in your heart; what makes you unafraid to take risks, and what makes you willing to write until you lose yourself in the work and all sense of time slips away.

Then write. Write every maddening moment you can. The more you work with words, the less afraid you are to be playful — or truthful — with them. Writing should be the one thing that makes you happy in the day. It should be your refuge and your joy. You should need to write every day. A friend of mine who is a motivational speaker once told me that it takes three weeks to form a habit. Those three weeks could begin right now.

So figure out what's right for you and do it. Do it now, because you can't be a writer by wishing to be one. If you don't work every day at it, then you're just not being serious enough. Writing, even if you approach it as a hobby, is a highly competitive field that takes every ounce of focus and talent that you can bring to the table. If you don't work at it, you have no right to complain that others are more successful than you are. This is not a job for the lazy. Writing has to be your number one priority.

And, yes, all this focus and drive will make you crazy. It will also make your family crazy and your pets a little unhinged. It will make you wear your only suit to your office and then, Cheever-like, force you to sit in your underwear and work until you create a world that is more beautiful, more lively, and more complex than you ever thought possible. And then you will put your suit back on and join the rest of the world until tomorrow, when you will start the process all over again.

The real truth of the matter is that the writing life is not a life of grace, but insanity. So take good care of yourself and get some sleep because you're going to need your strength.

3
READING AS A WRITER
Once you become a writer, reading is one of the most important things that you'll do.

The excuse of not reading because you don't want other books to influence your work is wrong-headed. You do want books to influence your style, to make you think about how you go about your own work, to challenge you to raise the bar higher, and to teach you how others approach the page. Books provide you an education: the ability to hone your skills and sensibility. If you're not willing to learn to read as a writer, you have no realistic chance of having a career as one. You may publish a book, or two, but you'll soon begin to stagnate and write the same book over and over again. Eventually, you'll lose your readership. It's a trap that many writers fall into; that's why being a writer is a constant art in itself. You must always be willing to grow and evolve.

When you read as a writer, you stop reading for pleasure, stop allowing the writer to lure you in, and begin to see how he or she wields the craft. Just like a chef analyzing a well-made stew, you are trying to figure out how the work is put together — how words work on the page. Is it grammatically complicated? What are the word choices made? Once you determine what has been done, then you have to ask yourself why it was done.

While this sounds easy, it isn't really. People often read quickly, skimming as they go. But when you read as a writer, you need to pay close attention and read every word in a sentence. Not only does that take more time, it's also a lot more difficult than it seems. It's not your fault: It's your brain.

When you read, your brain skips over words and gives you a general idea of what is being said. That's just a fact of living in a modern world. We don't read every “the” and “he said” — there just isn't enough time. So your brain makes assumptions about what the author has written. Unfortunately, some of these assumptions are based on your experience, and not often on the writer's intent.

It's sort of like that old parlor game, Telephone — you know the one. You begin with a sentence that one person will whisper to another until finally everyone in the room has heard it. The last person then repeats what he's heard and everyone laughs because the sentence began as “Mary Jane has a new pair of shoes” and ends up as “May you never be in the position to choose.”

So try to read every word. It's important to know when an author used the protagonist's name and when he was just referred to as “he.” You'll find some patterns that you can learn from. For example, many writers will use the protagonist's name more frequently in the front of the book than in the back. This is usually done to firmly establish the character and his ticks. Once you can identify the protagonist, you really don't need to say his name quite so often — unless you want to.

A good place to begin your analysis of form is to pick several books and take a close look at the first page. Note how a writer introduces the work. In the opening page, he'll usually give you an idea of his world-view, set the tone for the story he's telling, and begin to set the factual groundwork of his story — the who, what, and where of it.

Consider this sentence from Garrison Keillor's Lake Wobegon Days:


From the south, the highway aims for the lake, bends hard left by the magnificent concrete Grecian grain silos, and eases over a leg of the hill past the SLOW CHILDREN sign, bringing the traveler in on Main Street toward the town's one traffic light, which is almost always green.

Keillor has chosen to use a long rolling sentence with a comfortable cadence and a Midwestern worldview. The “magnificent concrete Grecian grain silos” and the perpetual welcoming of travelers with “the town's one traffic light, which is almost always green” is solidly Midwestern and that makes sense because Keillor's territory as a writer is the mythical Lake Wobegon, which is set somewhere in the state of Minnesota.

The warm conversational tone of this sentence is an earmark of Keillor's style; he is, after all, a radio-based storyteller. He writes this as a friend who wants to tell you a story. And, given the length and cadence of the sentence, it's going to take a while, so you might as well get comfortable.

The next thing that's the most obvious is how Keillor uses personification. This device of making an inanimate object seem human helps the reader identify with the subject. When Carl Sandburg wrote, “Show me another city with lifted head singing / so proud to be alive and coarse and strong and cunning,” you understand Chicago in the same way that you understand yourself. Keillor begins with “the highway aims for the lake,” and then builds with “bends hard left” and “eases over a leg” and ends with bringing the traveler into the welcoming town.

At the other extreme is Chuck Palahniuk. Here's his opening for Choke:
If you're going to read this, don't bother.

     After a couple of pages, you won't want to be here. So forget it. Go away. Get out while you're still in one piece.

Keillor and Palahniuk obviously represent two wildly different styles of storytelling. Palahniuk spends a good deal of his opening salvo warding you off. You have to read quite a bit more of Choke to understand that this book is a dark and humorous meditation on sexual addiction and salvation, but that's Palahniuk's way. He speaks directly to the audience in an absurd fashion.

And he is correct. As the book progresses, there are times that you really don't want to be “here,” in the world of the book. It's a scary place that proves that things can't get better until they get horribly worse. And they do get horribly worse. But he did warn you going in, just as a friend would, which is charming. So you stay with him. It's a very interesting ploy.

As you notice, Palahniuk uses short, quick sentences. Those sentences attempt to build a sense of impending dread. He begins with the fair warning of “After a couple of pages, you won't want to be here” and moves on to “Get out while you're still in one piece.”

Speaking directly to the reader is an approach that other writers have used with a great deal of success. Italo Calvino began his novel If on a winter's night a traveler in a similar, although more welcoming, manner.


You are about to begin reading Italo Calvino's new novel, If on a winter's night a traveler. Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other thought. Let the world around you fade. It's best to close the door; the TV is always on in the next room.


The self-referential direction of this paragraph speaks to the reader directly, makes you feel as if Calvino knows you. He at least knows what you're doing — you're reading his book. From the start, Calvino creates a work where the reader identifies with the writer and a bond is formed.

Even though there are some similarities of form between Palahniuk and Calvino, the two differ greatly in their approach. In the first paragraph, Palahniuk sets the tone and style of his novel, but not much else. Calvino does the same but also uses this first paragraph to signal to the reader what the book is about — reading. Traveler is an inventive work that is not one novel, but ten. Each novel-within-a-novel is very different in style and content, but all are interrupted at its climax. The main characters of the story are a man and woman, two unnamed readers, who work their way through the literary labyrinth and towards each other. One is called “you” and you, of course, are the reader.
Exercise
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Appropriating Style

Take the opening paragraph of A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens's â€œghostly little book,â€� as he called it, and retool it in the style of Palahniuk, Calvino, or Keillor. Expand it to one page, taking it in any direction that you wish, even if that means you re-create the story.


Marley's Ghost

Marley was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that. The register of his burial was signed by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner. Scrooge signed it: and Scrooge's name was good upon 'change, for anything he chose to put his hand to. Old Marley was as dead as a door-nail.


When you're finished rewriting this paragraph, evaluate your version by asking:
	How does the textual shift change the outcome of the story?

	What do the stylistic changes add to the work? How do they detract from it?

	Why did you take the work in the direction that you did?

	What about your reworking made you feel this was the right choice? Or, the wrong choice?


Now look at a current project that you're working on. How does your first page read when examined with this same scrutiny? Are you using form and language in a manner appropriate to the story you want to tell and how you want to tell it? If not, think of a book that you feel your work is similar to and read it carefully; read it as a writer. Take what you learn from it and apply it to your own work.


4
CULTIVATING A CRITICAL EYE
While dissecting a piece of writing will tell you how it was put together, critical thinking also is an important tool for writers because you need to understand why something is considered good. It helps you have a deeper understanding of your own work. Many graduate school writing programs focus on teaching you how to cultivate a critical eye, but if you haven't been to graduate school, you can certainly learn to do this on your own. (Even if you have been, you should always be honing your skills.)

First, buy a notebook. All writers need a notebook to keep their thoughts and inspirations in. Make sure it's a sturdy notebook, because you'll want to save your thoughts and refer back to them for years to come. It should be rugged enough so that you can carry it at all times to jot down ideas. I put postcards and pictures in mine, things that inspire me or make me laugh. Sometimes, I'll write down interesting names I come across. Don't forget to put your name and contact information in it, just in case it gets lost. Date it, too. It's fun to go back and dig though old ideas. You never know what's in there that you can reuse.

After you get your notebook, find a current novel to read. It can be either a paperback or hardback. Something your friend told you about, or something that caught your eye in The New York Times Book Review. Keep in mind that while you want to work with something that's current to the marketplace, not all great books sell well. According to Bookscan, Jhumpa Lahiri's Pulitzer Prize-winning Interpreter of Maladies only sold about ten thousand copies in hardcover — and that was a great book.

It's often instructive to read a book that the critics either love or hate, something they are not neutral about. Do you need to love it? No. Love is good, but blind. Sometimes you can learn a great deal from what you despise. What if you are indifferent to it? That's interesting, too.

When you're done reading, you should gather enough information to form your own independent review. Write down the answers to these questions in your notebook.
	What does the author do that impresses you the most? The language? The rhythm of the text? The message? The grit of the world that is presented? Supply passages to illustrate your observations.

	What does the author do that least impresses you? Too many literary ticks? The overuse of vulgar language? Why do you feel these elements are ineffective? Is it a matter of personal style, or do you feel the elements detract from the storytelling? Explain why.

	Has the work enriched you? Provide passages that strike you as meaningful. If not, provide passages that strike you as most meaningless.

	How does it relate to your own work in style? In theme? If it doesn't, explain why.

	Even if the book is not funny, does the writer use humor? If so, how? Choose a few passages where you believe humor was used.

	What makes this work feel authentic? Or not? Give examples.

	What makes this work feel universal? Or not? Give examples.

	Is there a traditional protagonist? What is the most important thing about him/her?

	Which passages did you love? Why?

	Which did you dislike? Why?


Once you've answered these questions, go through the list and choose the most important things about the book that you'd want to tell the public. Now, write your own review. Limit yourself to about three type-written pages, or a maximum of 600 words.

When you finish your review, gather other reviews and compare your findings to those of the critics. See where they differ from yours and where they are alike. You can learn a great deal from what is said by others. If a review seems totally off base, you need to ask yourself how the reviewer came to that conclusion and try to understand why he might read the text that way.

If you're having a difficult time finding reviews, both Amazon.com and Barnes & Noble's Web site (bn.com) publish the complete reviews of newer books.

While you don't want to do this exercise in such great detail for every book you read, it's good to get in the habit of making extensive notes on what you read and comparing your ideas to those of critics. This will not only help you get a deeper understanding of the market-place, it will also help you shape your own work and give you a sense of what the review process should be.

Not every reviewer is good, however. Sometimes the critic doesn't pay close attention to the work; it's a sad truth. Some get names wrong, confuse plot points — the list goes on. By creating your own reviews, you can gain insight into how deeply the critics should read the work, and, if they don't, you know what weight you should give their opinions and not get too discouraged if someday they pan your own work.

The most interesting thing about reading work with a critical eye is looking at how things are interpreted. Hemingway always spoke of what the reader brings to the page and how that was even more important than what the writer actually intended. When you read a work that's been reviewed, and form your own critical response, you really begin to understand what he was talking about. The good reviewer makes a case for his opinion of the work, which gives you a baseline to compare your opinion to. It also allows you to understand how different readers see things differently — and that skill alone will serve you well as you put your own words to paper.
A Note About Reading Reviews of Your Work
It's good practice to attempt to make sense of every review you get, good or bad. Weigh the veracity of each concern. If you take the good from a review, you can't edit out the bad, even though that's what the marketing department does. No professional critic is usually totally off base, and there's always a little bit of truth, or confusion, in even the most painful things.
If a critic didn't understand what you were going for with a story, you may consider taking a different approach next time, or not. It depends on how professional the critic is and what his prejudices are (which you can easily find out by doing a Google search) and how committed you are to the choice that you made.

In the end, you need to trust your gut and skill because you're the writer and the final judge of your own work — and perhaps the toughest. If you feel secure in your own understanding of the critical process, responding to criticism will be a lot easier and slightly less painful; but only slightly.


5
JOINING A WRITING COMMUNITY
No matter where you live, thanks to the Internet, you live in a community of writers. There are many online communities to work with, and they certainly have a place in the writer's life, but you really may not need anything that formal. It's often enough just to e-mail friends you met in writing classes or at book festivals. Many people exchange work with classmates from college or graduate school. With the Internet, getting feedback is easier than ever, and very valuable. It's always good to have a trusted second opinion.

But, if you like to get out of the house, there are several organizations around the country geared to helping writers grow. For example, in Minneapolis, there's SASE: The Write Place and The Loft — both do a fine job of bringing writers together.

Many towns, even small ones, have writers' groups. You can usually find their meetings listed in the newspaper, especially the weekly or community publications. If you don't find anything there, try the library or bookstores, as both often hold meetings. Many independent booksellers like I Love a Mystery in Mission, Kansas (just across the state line from Kansas City, Missouri), invite writers' organizations such as Sisters in Crime to meet at the store.

If working within a community of local writers is not of interest to you and you'd like more of a national perspective without a large time commitment, join The Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP, awpwriter.org). While primarily focused on the
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