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I would rather be ashes than dust! I would rather that my spark burn out in a brilliant blaze than it be stifled by dry-rot. I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in magnificent glow, than a sleepy and permanent planet.

—Jack London



PREFACE

In early May of 2005, I got an e-mail from my friend and rising lit star Allison Crews:


Dear Ariel,

I need some advice from you if you’re willing to give it. I am ready to start writing seriously and want advice about how to approach the publishing world. I even quit my job to do it. I am terrified but I am really fucking serious. I know nothing other than I HAVE to do this book; it’s imperative, I can’t stop thinking about it and haven’t been able to in a really long time. Can you help? Will you be my mentor?


Would you be mine?

Could you be mine?

Won’t you be my mentor?


Won’t you please,

Won’t you please,

Please won’t you be my mentor?

xo,

Alli


“Yes, of course,” I said. “I’ll be your anything you want me to be.” But life is life. My daughter’s father had recently passed away and we went to England for the funeral. I had deadlines for a novel and a new issue of my zine. The holly tree in my backyard slowly pushed its roots into the foundation of my house. The sink overflowed with dishes. Alli planned to be in Portland the following month. We could meet then, surely. We could sip double lattes at Common Grounds and talk about the writing life and how to make ourselves famous. We could share a beer and read each other’s proposals and drafts.

But we did not meet.

On June 11, a month after her e-mail to me, Allison Crews had a seizure and died at the age of twenty-three.

This book, then, is my response to Alli. It’s everything I know and then some, everything I would have told her over coffee or beer if life and death hadn’t gotten in the way.



INTRODUCTION

Every morning when I open my eyes I wonder what I can do to make myself famous. It’s become my ambition, almost my raison d’etre, to burst upon the city like fireworks.

—Coco in Shanghai Baby by Wei Hui


Walt Whitman was a lit star. Gertrude Stein was a lit star. Henry Miller and Anaïs Nin were lit stars. Allen Ginsberg, Ken Kesey, and Charles Bukowski—major lit stars. Maya Angelou, Nikki Giovanni, and Dorothy Allison are all serious lit stars. Susie Bright, Erica Lopez, Dave Eggers, Michelle Tea, Inga Muscio, Wei Hui, and me—we’re lit stars, too! But do you think any one of us sat around waiting for a book deal to fall out of the sky and hit us on the head? Did we pace the living room, biting our nails and wondering when the New York Times would declare us geniuses? Of course we didn’t. We self-published, we bullied our friends into becoming agents, we climbed up onto beer-stained stages, took the mic, and before a bedraggled crowd we declared ourselves literary legends.

And the crowd believed us.

Anaïs Nin got so many writer friends to talk up her diaries, they were wildly famous years before she published a single volume. Susie Bright started the magazine On Our Backs with a group of friends, and “Susie Sexpert” was all the buzz before she even wrote her first book. Dave Barry began his career at a small-town newspaper. Michelle Tea founded Sister Spit and toured the country like a rock star, slamming prose on college campuses and in small-town cafés. Dave Eggers published a crazy-hilarious magazine called Might.

You’ve probably been writing for a while now. You’ve filled journals and bar napkins with staggering metaphors and hard-mined memories. Maybe you’ve gone to workshops and shared critiques. You know you’re supposed to “show, don’t tell” when you write, and even if you’re not quite sure what that means, you can do it. You can show. Maybe you’ve bought the Writer’s Market and sent out a few blind submissions. You’ve heard of people who wallpaper their bathrooms with rejection letters. This, apparently, is supposed to make you feel better. It does not make you feel better. You don’t have time for rejection-letter home-improvement projects. You can’t afford to sit Zazen while your cherished manuscript languishes in some nameless agent’s slush pile. You’ve got maybe a hundred years on this planet. Less if you smoke. And you want to be a lit star, man!

Well, all right. You’ve got the ambition. You’ve got the heart and the guts. Here, then, are the secrets they’ll never teach you in fancy M.F.A. programs. You’ll need a bulletproof ego and a juicy humble core. You’ll train yourself to write like some modern Shakespeare, certainly—a lit star’s got to produce heartbreaking and dreamy prose—but you’ll do more than that. You’ll embrace your genius and perform your stories for crowds large and small. You’ll publish zines and take to the radio waves so your name will ring exciting-familiar in your readers’ ears before you’ve even finished your first book. And because miracles come after a lot of hard work, it’s going to feel like magic when—at last—you burst upon the city like fireworks.
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 WRITE

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

—Rita Mae Brown


Everybody knows it because Virginia Woolf said it: You need money and a room of your own if you’re going to write. But I’ve written five books, edited three anthologies, published hundreds of articles and short stories, and put out thirty-five issues of my zine without either one. If I’d waited for money and a room, I’d still be an unpublished welfare mom—except they would have cut my welfare off by now. It might be nice to have money and a room (or it might be suicidally depressing—who knows?), but all you really need is a blank page, a pen, and a little bit of time.

Maybe it goes without saying that if you want to become a famous writer before you’re dead, you’ll have to write something. But the folks in my classes with the biggest ideas and the best publicity shots ready to grace the back covers of their best-selling novels are also usually the ones who aren’t holding any paper. They’ve got plans, lemme tell ya, and their book is going to be better than yours. Too bad it’s written entirely on the sheaves of their imagination.

I don’t know all the reasons folks pay good money to take my classes and still don’t write, but often it has to do with their own high expectations of themselves and wild notions about genius. They think stories should spring fully formed like goddesses from their Zeus-heads. They read novels by masters and imagine their own books snuggling up with the classics at the bookstore. They can’t fathom the reality that all these masterpieces were once messy scrawls across ripped pages. First drafts of masterpieces are rarely recognizable as such—and good writers don’t leave the price tags on their work. Inspiration comes mythic-magical, but an annoying thing happens in the transmission from inspiration to worldly draft: Things come out a little fuzzy. Introductions are clunky, transitions are awkward, dialogue sounds forced, and sensory details are wholly lacking. A writer’s privilege is that she can fix it later. And then fix it again. There’s magic in the first raw draft of a story, but the real alchemy happens in rewriting.

It doesn’t take a world of discipline to put words to paper—plenty of writers are famously undisciplined procrastinators—but it does take a commitment bordering on obsession, and it takes some humility.

[image: image]

It’s Thursday evening and my dreamy student walks in and takes her seat, empty-handed.

“Didn’t get a chance to write anything this week?” I ask.

She shakes her head, looks down at her lap. “I didn’t have time.”

And I nod.

“When do you have time to write?” she asks.

And I answer as honestly as I can: If I’m on deadline, I write furiously. A chapter a day. One of my best writing teachers, Ms. Sarah Pollock back at Mills College, taught me that it isn’t the most talented writers who are widely published, but rather the ones who meet their deadlines. So I’ve always met my deadlines.

Left to my own inspirations, I write in spurts and stops—sometimes every day for hours and sometimes not at all. Weeks pass. I think I’m blocked. What does that mean, “blocked”? I decide I’m empty. With some relief and some nostalgia, I think it’s over—this need to put thoughts to words and words to paper. I consider other jobs, like carpentry or bartending. I romanticize more physical hobbies like weight lifting or cooking. I forget all about it. I get distracted. And then one day I wake up from a strange dream of elephants stampeding over bridges and I sit down to a blank page and see what comes of it.

That doesn’t answer my student’s question, of course. The answer is that I write when I can.

As a teenager, I traveled all over Asia and Europe, almost never enrolled in school, almost never punctuated my days with a regular job. I didn’t have much money, so I slept in hostels, squats, train stations, and doorways. I had all the time in the world. Sometimes I sat in near-empty cafés, bored out of my mind. Aside from a cork-covered journal that took me four years to fill and an hour to burn, I wrote nothing.

I’ve never been more productive than I was in my early twenties. I had a baby, took a full load of college classes, worked part-time, spent a day out of every week dealing with bureaucracies at the welfare office, the financial aid office, or family court. Still, my daughter’s infancy lent an urgency to my days. I wanted to be a writer. Even if I produced nothing publishable or otherwise presentable to the world, I had to write. Something. Every day. Sketches. Observations. Whatever. I wanted to be a writer, so I became one. How? I wrote things down.

Later, when I finished grad school and my daughter started elementary, I wrote every day from nine A.M. to one P.M. Four hours seemed a goodly chunk of time, but I kept to a leisurely pace. No mad-rushing, computer-key-banging, scribbling-across-a-blank-page-just-to-fill-it dash through the night toward the inevitable moment when the baby would wake, hungry and demanding a tit, pulling me away from the kitchen table and into the bedroom we shared, forcing me, finally, to lie down, to feed her, to fall asleep. And dream. Nine A.M. to one P.M.

Then I invited a partner to come and live with us. Nine A.M. to one P.M. But wouldn’t it be nicer to go out to breakfast than to write? Wouldn’t it be just as well to sit and talk?

I’ll write nights, I decided, before I go to bed. Night: The sun sets, painting things orange. My daughter needs help with her homework. She needs to be tucked in. Kiss me good night, Mama. Tell me another story in the dark. At last she’s asleep. Or she’s not asleep and I leave her with instructions to count porcupines. From the dark of her room to the flickering light of the living room…there’s a trashy Lifetime movie on TV and we’ve got some cheap wine. My neck hurts. The chiropractor says it’s because I use the wrong muscles to move my arms. Oh, well. Weary eyes, tired of focusing. I’ve seen this movie before. I take out my contacts and change into my pajamas, jot a few blurry lines across the top of a yellow legal pad. Should I get my glasses? No. Turn out the light, dear. You can write tomorrow.

And so it goes. There are children to be raised, money to be earned, wine to drink, movies to watch, lovers to kiss.

When do I write? I write when I can. I’ve learned that I work best on deadline, so I invent my own closing dates and trick myself into believing something bad will happen if I don’t have, say, twelve pages by Tuesday. I write during the day when my daughter is at school. I write at night when everyone else is sleeping. I write in the morning before they get up. I write in the afternoon when my daughter is on the phone. I bought a blue velvet couch at a garage sale and put it out on the covered porch and it became my office. I’ve picked up the pace. If I get an hour, I can write five pages. It’s nothing Kerouac would have been proud of. Fuck Kerouac.

I write while I’m driving. This is probably rather dangerous. Worse than being on the cell phone, really. But I try to be careful. I write in my head and then I speak it out loud so I won’t forget and then I jot it down at red lights.

This is why I do not take the freeway.

I learned to write while driving when my daughter was small and her car seat provided the only respite before sleep. Later she got a plastic car and tooled around our concrete backyard muttering half-lines of poetry as she turned the wheel because she understood that this was how to drive—you mutter and then you write at red lights. I don’t even look down at the notebook in my lap as I scribble, because if I do, the person behind me inevitably starts raging on his horn when the light turns green and I don’t budge. I keep my eye on the signal, hoping it will stay red just a little bit longer, and I write in a shorthand that’s part English, part Chinese, and part random symbolism. Arrows and circles and plus signs and ankhs and a cursive that would make my third-grade penmanship teacher weep serve as my first draft. It’s pretty hard to decipher it all when I get home, but I do the best I can.

“But I don’t have any time to write,” my student says. And I don’t ask her how it is, then, that she has time to come to class. I’m glad to have her, even empty-handed. Instead, I offer some suggestions: If you don’t have time to write, stop answering the phone. Change your e-mail address. Kill your television. If you don’t have a baby, have one. If you have a baby, get a sitter. If you work too much, work more. If you don’t work enough, work less. If there’s a problem, exaggerate it. If you’re broke, go to the food bank. If you have too much money, give it away. If you’re north, go south. If you’re south, go north. If you don’t drink, start. If you drink, sober up. If you’re in school, drop out. If you’re out of school, drop in. If you believe you have a year to live, imagine you have a hundred. If you believe you have a hundred years to live, imagine you only have one. If you’re sane, go crazy. If you’re crazy, snap out of it. If you’ve got a partner, break up. If you’re single, find a lover! The shock of the new—shake yourself awake. There is only this moment, this night, this remembrance rolling toward you from the distant past, this blank page, this inspiration yielding itself to you. Will you meet it?

You don’t need money and a room of your own, you need pen and paper, and my gift to you now is Marcy Sheiner’s most excellent poem, “I Write in the Laundromat.”


I write in the Laundromat.

I am a woman

and between wash & dry cycles

I write.


I write while the beans soak

and with children’s voices in my ear.

I spell out words for scrabble

while I am writing.


I write as I drive to the office

where I type a man’s letters

and when he goes to lunch

I write.


When the kids go out the door

on Saturday I write

and while the frozen dinners thaw

I write.


I write on the toilet

and in the bathtub

and when I appear to be talking

I am often writing.


I write in the Laundromat

while the kids soak with scrabbled ears

and beans in the office

and frozen toilets

and in the car

between wash and dry.


And your words

and my words

and her words

and their words

and I am a woman

and I write in the Laundromat.


Virginia Woolf had a point with all her talk about money and a room. I catch her drift. We all need a level of emotional and practical autonomy if we’re going to write. Within authoritarian relationships, the creative life becomes taboo. But here and now in this millennium, to continue to believe that we need money and a room suggests that the creative life is some kind of luxury we may never be able to afford. I reject that. My experience rejects that. I’ve noticed that female authors and mothers are the ones most frequently asked how we find time to write. It is assumed that men and folks without kids aren’t having to make up excuses about why the dishes aren’t done. But this attitude does a disservice to us all. Male or female, responsible for five children and two dogs or just for ourselves, we’ve all been conditioned, pressured, and bullied into believing that our creative lives are selfish nonsense. We want to be good, so we put creativity at the end of our to-do lists:


Wake up

Shower

Make breakfast

Take kids to school

Walk dogs

Do laundry

Call Dad and tell him I got a real job

Go to work

Write memos: “Enclosed please find the enclosed enclosure.”

Pick up kids

Pay bills

Feed dogs

Watch evening news

Get paranoid

Go to Safeway to buy salad kits and pre-marinated chicken

Make dinner

Write novel


And then we kick ourselves because the novel isn’t written. We look down at our laps and blush when our writing teacher asks us if we got a chance to write this week. Of course we didn’t get a chance to write—it was the last thing on our list. We had a glass of wine with dinner. We got sleepy. I’m going to tell you something, and it is something I want you to remember: No one ever does the last thing on their to-do list.

Grab a pen and paper, and if you’re going to use them to write a to-do list, make sure you give yourself time to write way up there at the top.
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 DREAM

To build any creative life you need two things: dreams and action. It’s true that even if you can visualize in perfect detail a published book, it ain’t never going to happen without daily work. But if you can’t imagine the life you desire, no amount of squirreling around is going to get you there.

All doing and no dreaming makes Ariel a dull, stressed-out busybody. And so I dream. I imagine, for example, that this book is already done. My imagination doesn’t make me lazy (Oh, yeah, I already finished that), but it relieves me of all the stress and struggle about whether it will ever be finished. I imagine it finished. And then I work.

Imagine a few of the things you intend to write in this lifetime. Imagine the stories or the books or the plays. Imagine the process of writing them. Imagine late nights at the computer and sunrise inspirations. Imagine the products of your creation. Imagine the satisfaction of completion. Picture your byline in the magazine, the dog-eared books, the opening night. Close your eyes and see the reader on his couch turning pages. Imagine the audience sitting in the dark. Imagine your book in the library—a bridge beyond time and death.

First there was the word, it says in the Bible.

We are here to create.

But “it takes a heap of loafing to write a book,” Gertrude Stein said.

It’s true that planning to write a book is not writing. Telling people you are going to write a play is not writing. But alone-time dreaming and envisioning and pacing and loafing, well, that is a part of writing. It’s a natural and important part of writing. If you write your to-do list and give yourself three hours in the morning to write and you find yourself staring off into space for the first hour, your mind empty, don’t kick yourself for procrastination. Procrastination is doing the laundry and obsessing about money instead. Procrastination is surfing the Internet. Procrastination is talking on the phone. Spacing out and loafing and dreaming and waiting quietly for a bird to come to your window, ah…Now we are getting somewhere.
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 OBJECTIFY YOURSELF

Think you can’t be a lit star because you’re a teen mom or a polyester housewife? Because you’re too tall or too old? In a wheelchair or in prison? Think again. It’s your funkiness that makes you special, memorable…famous! Don’t try to hide your quirks, exaggerate them. Other people are going to objectify you anyway. It’s a lit star’s job to beat them to the punch. Objectify yourself. Turn your weakness into your strength. Tell the madcap passionate stories only you can tell. Covered in baby poop and rushing to geometry class, dressed up in a furry suit and towering over your audience, running over fools who insult people with disabilities—you will be that teen mom lit star, you will be that Big Foot lit star, you will be that wheelchair lit star!

One excellent truth about literary stardom—as opposed to rock stardom or movie stardom—is that you don’t have to be pretty. You can be downright funny looking. Take Stephen King. There’s a weird-looking guy. Major lit star. Tortured childhood? We can work with that. Wrong side of the tracks? Excellent. Suburban wasteland? Perfect. Writers can get away with just about anything, so long as they make it part of the story.

I recently showed up tired and road-weary to do a reading at a packed bookstore in Burlington, Vermont. I staggered in, no makeup, stained sweatshirt, bad hair, sweaty and running late. The next morning’s paper noted that I looked “every part the harried single mother.” Perfect! It just so happened that I was reading stories about single motherhood. I looked like hell, but I was so good, the reviewer simply had to assume that my failure to find a Laundromat on my way into his barely habited state was part of the show. It became part of the show. I looked every part the lit star!

Make a list of everything about yourself that makes you unfit for literary glory. Surely you are too straight or too gay. You come from some godforsaken town no author ever hailed from. You were too traumatized as a kid. You had—gasp!—a happy childhood. You are over- or undereducated. Write it all down. Now write down everything about yourself that makes you the perfect literary superstar. You’re a comic genius. You’re a polyester housewife or a teen mom. Now string your likely and unlikely lit star credentials together and see if you can spin them into a bit of a fairy tale. Here’s an example: “Ariel Gore’s transformation from globetrotting teenager to the hippest of mamas reads like a movie script about a Gen X slacker following her bliss to unlikely success.” Okay, so the Utne Reader wrote that one for me, but I couldn’t have said it better myself. A shorter tag line will work, too. “Marc Acito is the gay Dave Barry.” “Michele Tea is the working-class dyke who stole the heart of San Francisco.” “Dave Eggers is the orphan comic genius who raised his little brother.” Maybe you’re the bald cowboy, the straight Marc Acito, the Prozac housewife turned homewrecker. Don’t wait for other people to pigeonhole you or tell you what you are. Take your first stab at branding yourself.
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 HOW I BECAME A NOVELIST

An Interview with Marc Acito

Marc Acito, a.k.a. “the gay Dave Barry,” is pretty sure that he’s the secret love child of Liza Minnelli and Peter Allen. It would certainly explain his effervescent personality and fondness for prescription meds.

Originally trained as an actor, Marc studied singing in Europe and made a name for himself doing comic character roles with the Seattle Opera, Opera Ireland, and the Colorado Opera Festival. He was lauded for “his booming voice and rubber face,” but Marc knew it in his heart: He was simply too eccentric to be a classical musician.

Enter The Artist’s Way, an inspirational how-to book on reclaiming the creative life by Julia Cameron. Following Julia’s instructions, Marc wrote his “morning pages” and took himself on “artist dates.” Twelve weeks of creative indulgence and it hit him: He didn’t want to act out somebody else’s opera; he wanted to write his own damn opera! And so he was reborn as…a rising lit star!

He started small, writing short humor columns for a bimonthly newspaper, then syndicated the column himself. For four years, “The Gospel According to Marc” entertained readers of twenty alternative newspapers across the country.

His comic debut hardcover, How I Paid for College: A Novel of Sex, Theft, Friendship and Musical Theater, won the 2005 Oregon Book Award and made the American Library Association’s Top Ten Teen Book List. An Editor’s Choice in the New York Times, it has been optioned for a film by Columbia Pictures, and is being translated into four languages Marc doesn’t speak.

         

YOU DESCRIBE GETTING YOUR FIRST BOOK DEAL AS A CINDERELLA STORY, BUT PEOPLE FORGET THAT CINDERELLA WORKED HER BUTT OFF. CAN YOU TALK ABOUT THE WORK THAT CAME BEFORE THE MAGIC?

Selling the book was just Cinderella at the ball. I think if there’s any lesson to be learned from my experience, it’s the power of dreaming big and starting small. I started a writing career five years before I sold the book, taking the most mundane freelance assignments, trying to make uninteresting people sound interesting. I had no training as a journalist—I was an opera singer—but for me, one of the best things for being a writer was my training as an actor—you learn how to inhabit a character. My next book is first-person female, which is daunting, but as an actor not quite so daunting.

What I learned as a journalist and then as a columnist was how to write on deadline, how to be edited, how to market myself, and—because I wrote a humor column—how to be funny on demand. I wrote the column for Just Out in Oregon, starting in 2000, and then immediately started self-syndicating. The good thing about writing for small gay papers was that I could get the publisher on the phone. They are less well-insulated. Sometimes the publishers themselves would answer the phone—they were publishing out of their homes. By the time I went to sell my novel, I could say that I was syndicated in eighteen papers nationally.

In any business they say it’s who you know, but that’s not true—it’s who knows you. When I went to Chuck Palahnuik’s reading of Lullaby—an evening that changed the course of my life—I handed him a copy of his book to sign and told him my name and he said, “Oh, yeah. I know who you are. I read your column.” As a result, he was able to recommend me to his agent without reading my manuscript. I mean, who has time to read a manuscript? But he was able to say, “There’s this guy who writes this really funny column.”

         

I LIKE THE STRATEGY OF PUTTING YOURSELF OUT THERE AS A COLUMNIST SO THAT YOU’RE FAMOUS ENOUGH TO SELL A BOOK WHEN THE TIME COMES. DID YOU THINK OF IT AS A STRATEGY?

Well, I wrote the column because I wanted to, but I also thought of it as a strategy. In business there’s a term called a “loss leader”—you offer something cheap to get people in the store. I thought of my column that way. It gave me a platform and it gave me some credibility. That little column led to some big things. I always tell people: Write for whomever. Every two-bit periodical is a good launching pad, even the PTA newsletter. For instance, Ariel, you’re somebody’s mother. You might read the PTA newsletter, and maybe you’ll read this little thing in there and now that writer is known by a published author.

         

I HEARD A RUMOR THAT YOU WROTE HOW I PAID FOR COLLEGE IN FIVE-MINUTE INCREMENTS. IS THAT TRUE?

Yes. It’s true. Not all of it—sometimes I could carve out a few hours in the middle of the night—but I literally wrote at stoplights and between sales calls. I was working sixty hours a week at a job that I hated and then every other week writing the column and every other week drawing a comic strip. The beauty part of it is that I never had time for writer’s block. There are statistics—you could probably find them if you are interested—but school athletes’ grades tend to go up during their sport season because they have to monitor their time.

         

YOU DID THE ARTIST’S WAY COURSE….

Yes. That’s what caused me to jump track from one medium to another. When you’re an opera singer, you’re a thread in someone else’s tapestry. I wanted to weave my own tapestry. I was thirty when I realized that.

         

DO YOU STILL WRITE YOUR MORNING PAGES?

No. But I DID The Artist’s Way with a capital DID. Twelve weeks. It’s wonderful. It’s terribly narcissistic, totally self-absorbing, and life-changing. I don’t do the morning pages anymore, but I think a lot about artists’ dates and inspiration, particularly when I’m writing full-time. I get spent. The well goes dry. Your first book you’ve got your whole life to get ready for—after that you’re on this every-couple-of-years schedule. For me, walking is golden. Or getting in water. I take really long showers. And singing, for me at least, is a palate-cleanser. I don’t journal. I’m amazed at how people can blog. I’m just not that prolific. Between pimping the first book and writing the second, I can’t keep up. But that’s also because I write humor. I’m supposed to always be fucking funny.

         

WHY FIRST-PERSON PRESENT TENSE?

Every story is told by someone, and there’s something so immediate about first person. When I write in third person it feels too remote. And it gets less funny.

I love present tense—again that sense of immediacy. The quality that you’re there. Think of when you tell a joke: “Two guys walk into a bar…” Sometimes I think that with so many medias vying for attention, writers have to take their readers by the lapels and grab them.

         

DOES YOUR ACTING BACKGROUND MAKE DOING PUBLIC READINGS EASIER?

Yes. My readings are a musical extravaganza. I put together a ninety-minute cabaret act—it’s like Marc: The Musical. I’m an extrovert and I was a public performer, but it’s still difficult. Being a writer is one thing, but being an author is two things. You are either absolutely isolated and alone in your room with your thoughts and your words, or you’re exposed to crowds of people.

         

DO YOU HAVE A THEME SONG FOR WHEN YOU’RE FEELING DOWN OR FRUSTRATED?

Okay, this is embarrassing because it’s so very gay—but it’s Barbra Streisand, “Don’t Rain on My Parade.”

MARC’S ASSIGNMENT

a few of my favorite things

Make a list of all your favorite books, paying particular attention to those you wish you’d written as well as those in genres you don’t wish to write. Take time to analyze the list. Is the project you’re working on consistent with what you love to read? If it is, what is it specifically about those books that you love? Ask the same question about those books that are very different from what you write. Are there qualities in those books you wish to embody in your own writing? The point here is to use your taste in books as a map to find your way in your own writing.
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 SEE YOURSELF AS AN ARTIST AND AN ENTREPRENEUR

I’ll tell you about a young writer I know. She’s still a teenager, but anybody who’s anybody in the literary community in this town knows her name. Soon they’ll know her name in bigger cities, too. I predict a book contract by age twenty. Her prose streams tormented and inspired, but I could never make such a prediction based solely on art. The writing comes first and last, but there’s a whole world in between. Good storytelling opens the doors, but you’ve got to be an entrepreneur to get into the living room, and this girl isn’t afraid to get herself invited in—she’s a traveling saleswoman selling a story. She contacts agents, holds her own with editors. She’s not pushy—she’s rather shy, in fact—but she’s determined. Slam the door in her face and she’ll move on, undaunted. Next house. She takes both rejection and praise gracefully. If one thing doesn’t work, she tries another. She reads at open mics and invites published authors she thinks will enjoy her work and help her to expand her territory. I mean, the girl sends thank-you notes. She’s crafted a plot for her career and it has a happy ending.

Maybe she’s the best young writer I know and maybe she isn’t. It doesn’t matter. She understands something about America most artists imagine they’ll be
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