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For Jon, who infuses creativity into every corner of life





Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.

—Rainer Maria Rilke






Introduction

The Way In

I’ve kept a journal for as long as I can remember. It has been the keeper of my memories and yearnings. I’ve used it to mark the biggest thresholds, to ride the roughest waves, to traverse the liminal space between no longer and not yet. As a teenager, I journaled through various heartbreaks and growing pains, and I journaled in the days leading up to momentous, anxiety-provoking transitions, like going off to college and finding my way after graduation. The throughline in all these journal entries was an orientation toward the future, toying with the question, “What am I going to do with my life?” I filled pages with endless permutations and possibilities, a sliding-doors-esque exercise in what all my alternate lives could look like—whom I’d wake up next to, whether I’d be a lawyer or a novelist, whether I’d raise human children or canine ones, and everything in between.

Journaling went from a favorite pastime to a lifeline when I was diagnosed with leukemia at age twenty-two. Though I knew my diagnosis was grave—my doctors told me my chance of long-term survival was only 35 percent—I approached treatment with youthful naïveté. I expected a short stay in the kingdom of the sick: a few weeks of chemo in the hospital, followed by a bone marrow transplant, then back to life as I knew it. Into the cancer unit I brought knitting needles and yarn, with the goal of becoming an expert scarf maker by the time I was discharged. Perhaps even more delusionally, I packed a thick stack of tomes like War and Peace, cheerfully telling my parents I planned to use my time there to read through the entire Western canon. I had always been ambitious, and I thought I could maintain my pre-diagnosis level of productivity.

But time and calamity have a way of dispelling our illusions, and by the end of the summer, all of mine were gone. After weeks locked in isolation in a hospital room, poked and prodded with needles and endless questions, suffering the brutal side effects of chemo, I learned that the standard treatment was not working. Far from being eradicated, the leukemic blasts in my bloodstream had more than doubled. I was going into bone marrow failure, and my only option was a phase II clinical trial. An experimental trial that had not yet been proven safe or effective meant terrifying uncertainty at a time when I desperately wanted the confidence of a cure. Over the next few months, the new chemo drugs went to work, slowly and effectively nuking the leukemia, paving the way for the transplant, all the while taking more of a toll than I ever could have imagined.

By that point, I had spent the better part of a year in and out of the hospital—for treatment and also for dangerous complications ranging from neutropenic fevers to sepsis. My immune system was nonexistent, and I wasn’t allowed to go to restaurants or movie theaters or any other crowded public spaces. Whenever I stepped out the door, I had to wear gloves and a mask. My doctors warned me that something as basic as a cold could be lethal. Being confined to a hospital bed, unable to do anything unassisted—even things as basic as taking a shower—sent me into a deep depression. My central preoccupation was no longer What am I going to do with my life? but Who am I and what really matters to me? I was unrecognizable to myself, and the idea of knitting a scarf or reading anything, much less War and Peace, struck me as not just naïve but silly. I felt like my life was over before it had even begun.

What pulled me out of that despair was a 100-day project, an endeavor that originated with the designer and Yale professor Michael Bierut in which you perform one creative act daily for one hundred days—a sketch, a poem, a photograph, whatever medium calls to you. The point of the project is to use discipline as a vehicle for creative inspiration. As Bierut says, “It’s easy to be energized when you’re in the grip of a big idea. But what do you do when you don’t have anything to work with? Just stay in bed?”

In my defeated state, left to my own devices, my answer to that question would probably have been yes. The 100-day project had come at the suggestion of a college friend who proposed we all do this together—to help us stay connected during that difficult time. My parents were desperate to find something to anchor our days, something to think about besides impending bad news, and they immediately hopped on board. My dad wrote a daily memory from his childhood in Tunisia (though in a nod to The Arabian Nights, he insisted on penning 101). My mom painted a ceramic tile every day and, once finished, assembled them into a shield and hung it above my bed as a kind of protective talisman. Their enthusiasm was contagious, and so despite my reluctance, I agreed to take part. And for my creative act, I chose the thing that had always given me comfort in times of turmoil: journaling.

It often wasn’t easy to make my way to the page, but the 100-day project offered much-needed structure, accountability, and most important, a container for my restless mind. I began using my journal like a reporter’s pad, recording snippets of overheard nurses’ conversations or things I saw through my hospital window: tiny people in suits hustling to work; teenagers making out on benches; the trees in the park a burnished gold, then bare of leaves, then fanged with icicles. I kept rage diaries, where I vented against my situation, against my body and its betrayals, against the well-meaning exhortations from others to “stay positive” and to “keep looking for the silver lining.” I recorded my fever dreams. I doodled. I made lists. I explored things I couldn’t say out loud, that I hadn’t been able to admit to others or even to myself. At times what I wrote felt unbearably heavy, but afterward, I always felt relief, like a burden had been lifted. And for every sad moment I recounted, I began to notice beautiful and even funny ones unfolding at the same time.

Journaling through illness gave me a productive way to engage with my new reality. Rather than shutting down or surrendering to hopelessness, I could trace the contours of what I was thinking and feeling and gain a sense of agency over it. And once I figured out how to contend with my circumstances on the page, it became possible to engage with people around me and to speak the truth of how I really was. In turn, they began to do the same, and together we accessed new depths of intimacy and love. It taught me that if you’re in conversation with the self, you can be in conversation with the world. This became quite literal about a year after my diagnosis, when I turned those journal entries into fodder for my first writing job: a weekly New York Times column where I chronicled the experience of being a young adult with cancer. It was called Life, Interrupted.

And yet, what had happened to me was not an interruption—something I learned only much later. The word interruption suggests a brief pause before you continue on with whatever you were doing. My illness was not brief, and I wouldn’t be able to pick up and continue on with my same old life. I spent four harrowing years in treatment before I was declared cancer-free and left the relentless fluorescence of the hospital. Having dreamed for so long of that day, I expected a swift and happy return to my life before cancer. Instead, my body was battered, my heart fractured into a thousand pieces, and the gap between my expectation and my reality was unacceptable to me. I was lost in transition, stuck between a haunted past and a future I couldn’t yet imagine.

[image: ]
In that lost year after I finished treatment, I stopped journaling. I felt like I had nothing to say, and at the same time, too much to say. The events of my life had trained me to not trust that anything would go according to plan, so whenever I tried to journal about my stuckness and to dream about what my next steps might be, the voices of doubt and fear immediately chimed in. But what if you’re not well enough? they said. What if some known or unknown danger upends the plan? What’s the point of rebuilding only to have the ceiling cave in again?

I do this sort of tango with fear perhaps more often than most people because of illness, but we all do a version of this, don’t we? You go through a bad breakup and swear off romance because you feel like you won’t be able to survive that kind of heartache again. You get a rejection letter, and the sting is such that you vow to never put yourself out there. You want to try something new, but you worry you’ll be bad at it—you fear you’ll humiliate yourself—and so you never start. But I knew that a fear-driven life was one where I never made plans, where I stopped myself from dreaming ambitiously. It meant living safe and small, always hedging against the worst-case scenario. Instead, I wanted to live boldly. I wanted to hold the best-case scenario at the forefront and have that guide my decisions and actions.

And so I concocted the wildest plan I could muster: a new 100-day project in the form of a fifteen-thousand-mile solo cross-country road trip, where I visited strangers who had written to me while I was in the hospital, offering stories of their own reckonings, their own wisdom and insight. That trip put me in motion, quite literally, but it also gave me new grist for the page. My modus operandi became this: to trust and find ways to delight in the mystery of how things unfold, even if it’s not what you had planned, even if it’s far from ideal, and to believe that facing the thing you fear brings you exactly what you need. In my journal I wrote: It is possible to alter the course of my becoming.

When I returned home to New York City, I quickly realized I needed a change. After months of living on the road, communing with its vast landscapes and strangers turned highway angels, my old life no longer fit. The city rattled my nervous system. My small apartment, with its old demons lurking in corners, began dimming my newfound perspective. I had also been granted what felt like no small miracle: a book deal, my first. To conjure into words all that I’d seen and lived would require space and focus. So five years after my initial diagnosis, on the verge of turning twenty-eight, I packed up my things, sublet my apartment, and decamped to a log cabin in Vermont to write.

It was summer when I arrived, and the view was a sloping hillside fringed by woods, its canopy an impossibly vivid green. Near the bottom of the hill were two apple trees, and from time to time, deer would wander out to nibble fallen fruit, or a black bear would amble across the meadow. Aside from my scruffy terrier mutt, Oscar, I was alone. My solitude was punctuated only by phone calls from friends like Max Ritvo, a brilliant poet who was in the midst of experimental treatment for his advancing Ewing sarcoma. For the most part, I had only my mind’s chatter for company, and without anything to distract or direct my thoughts, my head was a cacophony of confusion and doubt.

There, in the quiet of the cabin, I was plagued with all kinds of big life questions—most pressingly about writing a memoir and what it might reveal, about how to begin such an epic undertaking—but had no clue where to start. I vowed to set a daily word count goal and muscle through. I rose at five A.M., made a pot of coffee, lit a fire in the wood stove, and sat down at the kitchen table to write. But there’s nothing quite like creating a fresh Word document titled “Book,” typing the words “Chapter 1,” and staring at the merciless blink of a cursor to summon every fear of being exposed as a hack, every insecurity about seeing a creative endeavor through, every internal groan of “Who even cares what I have to say?”

So I returned to the journal. I began doing “morning pages,” a practice popularized by Julia Cameron in The Artist’s Way. The concept is this: Upon waking, before brushing your teeth or drinking coffee—before your inner critic is roused—you write three longhand, stream-of-consciousness pages. In my morning pages, I wrote about everything. About the trees and the deer, about childhood secrets, about loneliness, about dreaming. About things I’d seen and done on my road trip, about the imposter syndrome that my book deal had ignited, and the terror of writing my own story only to be misunderstood or criticized—or maybe worst of all, ignored. I wrote a lot about the wreckage of cancer and how it had metastasized to my relationship with my ex, and the hurt and regret I felt over how our relationship had ended. I wrote about the compounding grief of losing so many fellow patients turned friends to this brutal disease—including Max, who died a few weeks after I arrived at the cabin. I wrote about my grief; I wrote about his poems. I wrote about the musician I had started seeing and my fear of opening myself up to new love. I wrote about the person I wanted to become and the distance between me and her.

Rather than waking up anxious or afraid, I began to feel a clear—if humble—sense of purpose: All I had to do was write my three pages. The goal of writing three pages felt like a challenge, but one I could keep up. It became my morning meditation, sweeping out the clutter in my mind. It freed me from the bondage of perfectionism and allowed me to get loose and limber before diving into the rest of the day’s work.

But as weeks passed, I learned I needed more than morning pages to get me there. Certainly, I got better at transcribing the chaotic jumble of my mind, but when you’re stuck in your life, you can also get stuck in a solipsistic chamber of your own thoughts. That was me. I wasn’t breaking through the same tired patterns. I got caught in repetitive loops. I began dropping my pen when my energy flagged, when I found myself rehashing the same old grievances, or when I exhausted myself with yet another rambling soliloquy about my ex. I was officially bored by the sound of my own voice.

In search of a new way in, I sought out the voices of other writers who had famously kept journals, like Sylvia Plath, Susan Sontag, and Isabelle Eberhardt, before cracking open my own journal each morning. To prompt myself—to push myself beyond myself—I would read a page or even just a paragraph, often selected at random.

The experience was kaleidoscopic. A sentence, an idea, an anecdote could turn the barrel, refracting and reframing my perspective. Plath is so often reduced to her pain story, but in her journals, she was funny and quick and made me want to write more playfully. Sontag was searching and rigorous, and I found myself digging deeper, looking for meaning beneath the surface of my stories. Eberhardt’s travel diaries were full of wild escapades—about the lovers she took, the drugs she experimented with, the gender roles she flouted—and they gave me permission to write into parts of myself I previously deemed off-limits.

I have long believed that journaling allows you to alchemize isolation into creative solitude. As it happens, reading also enacts that shift. Rather than feeling trapped and alone with your thoughts, you’re in conversation. You’ve got company. That summer, I dipped my toe into the gorgeous stream of Annie Dillard’s nonfiction. Her loving attention to the natural world showed me that I was not alone in the woods of Vermont—on my daily walks, the fallen logs, the fungi, the ferns became friends. To gain insight on my own corporeal limitations after cancer, I read Virginia Woolf’s “On Being Ill,” Audre Lorde’s The Cancer Journals, and the hybrid art journals of Frida Kahlo. So often, the hardest part of living in the in-between is feeling alone—like you’re the only person who has ever struggled or felt lost in that particular way. Suddenly, I was in dialogue with these women, sharing our experiences with the physical body—its desires and its suffering. Their words threw off sparks, kindled fresh questions, and sent me in surprising directions. They twisted the cylinder, and the light fell differently. I beheld new visions.

I wasn’t used to being prompted in this way. When I began writing professionally, I had not formally studied writing, and if I had been instructed to write to a prompt, I would have said, “Absolutely not.” Even now, a writing prompt on its own can feel like homework. For example, if I’m told, “Write about a time you had a change of heart,” my mind goes blank. The poet Craig Morgan Teicher described this kind of prompt as the equivalent of sticking your finger in a goldfish pond: All the goldfish scatter to dark corners.

But reading someone else’s words before I write always stirs something new in me. It’s such a natural way in to keeping a journal. Sometimes I respond to an insight, an image, a turn of phrase. Sometimes it’s the fact that the person’s experience feels so familiar. Other times, the writer’s perspective is so unlike my own that I’m completely bewildered by it, and I write into that bewilderment. Someone else’s words awaken a different train of thought, a new energy. A synapse fires that, moments earlier, was dead asleep.

The years following my time in Vermont were full of change. I returned to New York City and made a number of big life moves. After feeling in limbo for so long, I started a path forward. I fully committed to my new relationship, and my boyfriend, Jon, and I moved in together. I went to graduate school and started teaching creative nonfiction. I began learning to accept my body and its limitations, and I celebrated my thirtieth birthday by running a half-marathon. And after many stops and starts and bleary afternoons on the floor of my office in the fetal position, I finally turned that years-long dream of writing a book into a finished manuscript of my memoir, Between Two Kingdoms. It had taken years, but I finally felt like I had rejoined the greater gathering.

Eventually, I came to believe I had made it to the other side of my turbulent twenties. I thought I had finally reached a place of stability, and that the going would be relatively smooth from there on out. Of course, that’s not how life works. The most ferocious storms were yet to come, like the pandemic, and then learning my leukemia was back. When the ceiling caved in, I knew what to reach for—my journal.

This time, I invited strangers from all around the world to join me.
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When the pandemic hit in 2020 and everyone went into lockdown, we all found ourselves in what was, for me, an eerily familiar place: canceling all foreseeable plans, quarantining at home, stocking up on face masks, feeling hypervigilant about each hug or handshake, worrying that if we encountered the wrong pathogen at the wrong moment, it could be the end. All across the internet, I saw people asking the same questions: What do we do? How do we get through? How do we stay connected? How do we remain hopeful and grounded in the face of so much uncertainty and fear?

I didn’t feel quite that same sense of disorientation. In fact, I felt uniquely prepared for exactly this kind of apocalyptic isolation—a talent no one would want but I had nonetheless spent much of my adult life honing. During treatment, I had lived a version of what we were now experiencing on a global scale, and it occurred to me that the creative tools I’d developed for navigating life’s upheavals might be helpful to others—maybe even in the form of a 100-day project.

In late March, I was hunkered down in my childhood home in upstate New York with my quaran-pod—my brother, Adam, my partner, Jon, and my friend Carmen. One day, as Carmen and I were doing a little yoga, stretching out in parallel downward dogs, I blurted out to her, “I have an idea.” I then began daydreaming out loud about a daily journaling project, delivered in newsletter form, that might help people cope with the fear, loneliness, and uncertainty of lockdown. Carmen replied, “Go write that down now—before you forget it.”

It wasn’t a great time for me to start something new. In addition to sanitizing doorknobs and groceries and learning how to cohabitate with new roommates, my final edits for Between Two Kingdoms were due at the end of the month. I have a friend who describes the ill-timed arrival of a new creative idea as a mistress doing the dance of the seven veils. But I couldn’t get it out of my head. My niche experience was no longer niche, and I felt compelled to share what I’d learned with others.

And so I launched a project that combined all of the elements that had helped me: a daily journaling practice, done communally, with a short essay for inspiration and a prompt to get started. I reached out to the most remarkable people I knew, asking them to contribute an essay and an accompanying prompt. On April 1, 2020, I started a newsletter and sent out the first dispatch inviting readers to begin journaling each day for one hundred days and, if they felt so moved, to share their entries. I called it the Isolation Journals.

The response was astonishing. By the end of the first month, there were more than eighty thousand of us—a number that eventually grew to hundreds of thousands—of all ages and walks of life, journaling, searching, making sense of our lives together. What was meant to be a small, short-lived side project became a phenomenon, and by the end of quarantine, Carmen had quit her job to help me steward this creative community. It was call-and-response, reverberations begetting reverberations. Through these essays and prompts, which were interpreted in so many ways beyond the typical pen-and-paper diaristic entry—from daily sonnets to songs and drawings—the alchemical properties of journaling showed us how to turn isolation into creative solitude, confinement into connection, and confusion into clarity and calm.

This book was born of that project. Designed to be a companion through life’s transitions and challenging times, The Book of Alchemy explores the art of journaling and all it can contain. Though I write about the creative process, this is not a craft book. Though the emphasis is on journaling, this is not a guided journal. Instead, I share everything I’ve learned about how this life-altering and even lifesaving practice can help us tap into that mystical trait that exists in every human: creativity. It’s a gathering of hard-won wisdom and one hundred essays and prompts that serve as touchstones in which we might find a flash of recognition. In these stories, we hear echoes of our own.

Above my desk, I keep a Post-it of a quote attributed to Viktor Frankl, the Austrian psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor: “Between stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.” The Book of Alchemy is designed to expand that space, to give us ideas and inspiration for how to choose our response. It provides tools to engage with discomfort, to peel back the layers, to uncover your truest, most laid-bare self—and in doing so, to distill kernels of insight, to dream daringly, to learn to hold the brutal and the beautiful facts of life in the same palm.

What comes next is simple. Think of The Book of Alchemy as your own 100-day project: Read an essay and prompt each day, then sit down to journal. You’ll hear from a range of voices—from beloved authors, Olympians, and iconic musicians to a man reentering the world after a long prison sentence to a young mother on the verge of widowhood. These stories are a way into a dialogue with fellow seekers meditating on the central questions of life. They can also be a mirror, showing you things about yourself—what you’re holding on to, what you’re resisting, what you’re longing for, who you want to become next.

And with that, let’s begin.




CHAPTER 1

On Beginning

Not long ago, I was invited to a conference billed as a gathering of fifty of the world’s most innovative thinkers. Each day, there were lectures by everyone from leading scientists and tech CEOs to pioneering artists and actors and Arctic explorers. Afterward, we’d meet up in breakout sessions to discuss and debate the implications of their ideas. In these smaller groups, people would often start the conversation by identifying their field, then asking, “And what do you do?”

It’s that oh-so-human need to categorize, to sort by type, but as a writer, I’ve come to dread answering the question. I know the follow-up will be: “What kind of writing?” Much of my work has lived in the realm of memoir, which is often characterized (unfairly, I believe) as navel-gazing and lacking rigor, especially when the author is a young woman. In certain company, I sometimes feel tempted to beef it up, to make it sound more “serious.” Rather than saying, “I wrote a column about being a young adult with cancer,” I find myself wanting to say, “I used to write for the New York Times science section.”

So imagine my inner panic when, in the middle of this group of intellectuals, business scions, and Nobel-winning scientists, I was asked, “A writer, huh? So what is it you’re working on now?”

I was working on this book—this distillation of a practice that has saved my life. “A book about journaling,” I replied. I watched the answer fall flat, just as I’d feared. In that knee-jerk way, I felt I needed to justify it. To explain that, though journaling is sometimes dismissed as a childish pastime you do in a pretty diary with a tiny lock, its physical and mental benefits have been extolled in study after study—everything from reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety to improving working memory and strengthening the immune system. “It’s something everyone could benefit from,” I wanted to shout, “maybe especially you!”

I didn’t say that. Instead, I quickly changed the subject back to them and their pursuits. I have always thought of journaling as serious—it has had very serious applications in my life—but I’ve never been very good at the one-sentence pitch. If I could go back and explain why I feel called to share my particular approach to journaling, I would say this: I do this work because I know it works—and it’s necessary. The studies may be useful to sway the skeptics, but they’re just confirmation of what I already know on a soul level.

This is not just true in my own life. I have heard from more people than I can count testifying to how transformative this practice has been. A fifty-year-old woman who was stuck in a soul-sucking corporate job used these tools to realize her lifelong dream of becoming a writer: Her journal entries turned into prize-winning essays; she wrote a memoir, got an agent, and quit her day job. A mother reeling from the loss of her daughter began making art from these prompts, which allowed her to feel connected to her daughter and begin to process her grief. An oncologist who saw the health benefits of this approach to journaling has literally prescribed these prompts to over a hundred patients. I could fill pages and pages with stories like these.

Journaling as a process is utterly alchemizing, with practical applications in every area of one’s life and work. The journal is like a chrysalis: the container of your goopiest, most unformed self. It’s a rare space, in this age of hypercurated personas, where you can share your most unedited thoughts, where you can sort through the raw material of your life. Day by day, page by page, you uncover the answers that are already inside of you, and you begin to transform. And yet, at the same time that it offers transcendence, there’s nothing more humble than the journal. As long as there has been literacy, people have turned to it to catalog the everyday, which the word’s etymology makes clear. It comes from the Old French word jurnal, which has its roots in the Latin diurnalis, meaning “of a day.” If you trace the origin of the word diary, it’s the same. The oldest journals we know of were for recordkeeping, like the Diary of Merer, the ancient Egyptian papyrus logbook that recorded the transport of limestone to Giza, where it was used as cladding for pyramids.

Over the years, the form evolved from simple cataloging to include much more: everything from Marcus Aurelius’s private musings turned guide to life, Meditations; to the “pillow books” of the women of the Japanese court around A.D. 1000 (so named because they hid the diaries beneath their pillows), which detailed their public lives as well as fantasies and fictional tales; to the scientific notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci and Charles Darwin.

In the twentieth century, we get Anaïs Nin’s most intimate thoughts about her sexual and political awakenings and Virginia Woolf journaling about her reading and writing life. We get the diaries of individuals grappling with their private lives against the backdrop of repressive regimes, like Alice Dunbar-Nelson, who gives us an unadulterated look into the life of an early-twentieth-century woman of color in America, and Anne Frank, who famously documented her experience as a young Jewish girl in hiding under Nazi persecution.

Journals have become important historical artifacts, giving us glimpses into the past and providing insight into what our fellow humans lived through, be it illness or war or some other crisis, and how they managed to endure. As Anaïs Nin wrote, “When we go deeply into the personal, we go beyond the personal. We achieve something that is collective.”

The journal is capacious. It can be an aid to memory, a reliquary of major life events, a place to let off steam, rattle off lists of dos, don’ts, and dreams, or conjure something beautiful and wild and unexpected. It’s where we can go to cut through the noise, where we take stock and discover meaning, where we tap into the subconscious and our free-flowing stream of intuition. The journal is where we seek out and find our highest, most liberated, most creative self.

But whether you’re a longtime journaler or new to the practice, you’ve likely experienced that moment when you behold the blank page and are stricken with the question: How do I begin?

For me, it starts with the journal itself. Whether it’s a classic composition notebook from the drugstore or a leather-bound beauty, I always personalize it in some way. I adorn the cover or write myself a creative contract on the flyleaf or tuck a favorite old photograph into the opening pages—anything that amplifies its appeal and encourages me to return. I also keep handy a stock of my favorite pens.

The physical, tactile nature of journaling by hand is important to me. I love the interaction between paper and palm, how the pen glides across the page, how the letters emerge as images—swooping up, looping back, charging forward. “There is a state of mind which is not accessible by thinking,” writes Lynda Barry in her creative workbook and graphic memoir, What It Is. “It seems to require a participation with something, something physical we move, like a pen, like a pencil, something which is in motion—ordinary motion, like writing the alphabet.” Virginia Woolf also extols the joy of writing by hand; after spending many months revising a manuscript on her typewriter, she returned to pen and paper, and in her journal, she wrote: “How I should like … to write a sentence again! How delightful to feel it form and curve under my fingers.”

If you’re feeling resistant to the idea of writing by hand, what I’ll say is this: I myself find it useful, both because I like the unfurling of ink on the page and also because I’m less likely to self-edit that way. But we all have different needs, and you should feel free to journal in any way that makes sense for you—be it on a laptop, on your phone, or on a legal pad with a pencil stub.

Often, when I get to the page, several self-sabotaging thoughts rear their heads: “I have nothing to say” and “I don’t feel inspired to write one word, much less fill three pages” and “I’m never going to be able to do this consistently, so what’s the point?” I’ve concocted a number of tricks for pulling my mind out of those ruts, but one of my favorites was shared with me by the poet Marie Howe: “Whenever I can’t do the practice, I’ll get a composition book, and I’ll write three pages a day, but I write it with my nondominant hand, so it’s a big scrawl,” she said. “Or I’ll write, ‘I don’t want to write about …’” and then just write into that—so there’s a release in it.”

And yet sometimes, the resistance is deeper. Once, in a journaling workshop I was teaching, a participant asked me, “Any advice for someone who can’t journal without feeling cringey? I think it has something to do with the fact that my mother used to read my journals growing up and nothing was private. Now I feel like I cannot put anything personal to paper.” I was grateful for her question, understanding that others were likely to be carrying similar baggage. With the input of other attendees, we came up with seven tips for breaking through deep resistance:


	Tell yourself you can burn it afterward.

	Try writing in the second or third person to distance yourself from your inner censor.

	Write in lists, or in sentence fragments so it feels more like “jotting down thoughts” instead of journaling.

	Maybe call it the un-journal. Loosen the rules and claim it your way.

	When stuck in past events, tell yourself, “That was then. This is now,” and then feel right now, and write into that.

	Store your journal in a lockbox, safe from prying eyes.

	May I suggest that you write directly to your mother?



The last suggestion may or may not have been a joke, but it brings to mind an exercise that the singer Stacie Orrico Johnson shared with me a few years ago as a way to silence those critical voices. It goes like this:

Close your eyes and imagine the last time you tried to create. Who appeared? What did you hear? Maybe it was a critical parent, a competitive classmate, a teacher’s thoughtless remark, or a line from a rejection letter. Maybe it was a voice of unknown origin that you hear on loop: It’s too late, you’re not good enough, you’ll never get there. Write an eviction notice to whoever or whatever hinders your creative joy. Name them. Call them on their bull. Firmly usher them out the door.


Another common challenge is developing consistency. There are a few different things I’ve found helpful for building what my friend Lisa Ann calls a “sticky” practice: You fold your journaling into a nonnegotiable part of your existing routine, you build in some kind of accountability, and you lower the barrier to entry.

Try to sit down at roughly the same time each day, ideally alongside a favorite habit. For me, journaling revolves around my first cup of coffee. I wake up, let my dogs out, then head straight to the kitchen to grind the beans and turn on the kettle. In the five minutes it takes for my French press to steep, I read a short passage and let the words wash over me. Then I sit down at the kitchen table with my journal and start. Maybe for you this happens when the house is quiet and your children are asleep. Maybe it’s on your subway commute, or in the parking lot before you step into the office. I’ve found fifteen minutes to be the golden increment of time I need to write through the fog and to get somewhere unexpected and interesting. But if all you can spare is five minutes, that’s more than enough.

The times when I’ve journaled mostly consistently are when I’ve committed to a daily practice of some specified duration with friends or family—like my mom, who is far more disciplined than I am. She journals first thing each morning no matter what, both in words and a quick watercolor, while she drinks her tea. Often, she’ll send me a photo of her notebook next to her favorite ceramic mug, which spurs me to get to it and to send a photo of my own journaling setup back to her. I love that kind of positive peer pressure—the way we draw energy from each other.

Consider inviting a loved one to read and write through this book alongside you. Or if you prefer a solo experience but want accountability, mark off each day you journal on a calendar for a visual tally. This book contains a total of one hundred essays and prompts, but if a 100-day journaling project feels daunting, commit to ten days and see how it builds from there.

When I embarked on my first 100-day project, I lowered the barrier to entry by making three firm rules for myself:


	Write every day.

	Aim for three pages, but any amount will do. A paragraph. A sentence. A word.

	Let your thoughts unspool, going in any direction they want, and once you’re done, you never have to look at them again.



However you approach your journaling, at whatever time and in whichever form, there is no right or wrong way to do it. But the lower the stakes—the less precious the process—the more likely you are to return to it.

This is not polished, I’m-penning-an-opus writing. You do not need any prior experience. Just let the words pour from your pen, without restraint, without a goal, without self-censoring, without editing or concern for grammar or punctuation. If a particular prompt doesn’t speak to you, maybe write about why, or let your words take you in a completely different direction. This writing is for you; tailor it to suit your needs.

Not long ago, I had the chance to interview Michael Bierut, the designer who formalized the 100-day project as an assignment for his graduate students at Yale. We spoke of how he came up with the idea and the many incredible projects that emerged from it. One story he shared was of a young woman whose project was putting one hundred paint chip cards into a box, then fishing one out every day and writing something about that color—something poetic, or something quick and dismissive, sometimes just a single word, sometimes a long essay. Michael liked a lot of things about her project, including the fact that it had the perfect combination of constraint and variability built into it. It also invited consistency, because as soon as she dipped her hand into the box, she was committing to one more day. But what he liked most was how it was a microcosm of the human experience, which is full of uncertainty, marked by chance, coincidence, and happenstance. When she pulled the paint swatch from the box, did she get the color she was hoping for? Did she feel elated and think, Oh, today I get to write about this bright yellow? Or was she disappointed to find herself holding a muddy gray?

“If you take it to another level, life is like that,” Michael told me. “Sometimes it’s the thing that you were hoping for, sometimes it’s the thing you were dreading, and your ability to react to it in a human, authentic way is how we survive.”

I don’t believe going through something hard makes us wiser or stronger or braver by default. But the transitional moments in our lives offer the possibility for a new beginning. May these first ten essays and prompts welcome you into this light-giving practice. May they spark something new and beautiful and true. Let your pen fly. Follow your curiosity and intuition.

HERE GOES NOTHING

Dani Shapiro

To begin, begin, Wordsworth said. So simple in theory, and yet so elusive in practice. The writer facing the blank page has her toes curled around the edge of a high board. Perhaps she doesn’t know how to dive. Perhaps she doesn’t even know how to swim. Perhaps the pool below has been drained of water. To launch herself into something new—whether a novel, a memoir, a story, an essay—she must first gather up an unreasonable, unearned confidence bordering on lunacy.

It doesn’t matter how many books she’s written. When it comes to this new piece of work, she is in uncharted territory. Voices emerge from every part of her: Who are you to think you can pull this off? You know this has been done by (fill in intimidatingly brilliant author) already, right? This time, you’re going to fall flat on your face. If she’s just starting out, she might be subject to a younger, halting tirade that finishes each sentence with a question mark. Maybe you should have gone into marketing? I mean, come on, how many social media followers do you have? You do know that’s what matters? If she’s been writing for a long time, she might hear a noxious whisper: You’re done, honey. You have nothing left to contribute. Hang it up. Whatever the voice says, make no mistake: It is not here to help you. Its aim is the total annihilation of the creative process.

On my computer desktop, amidst a clutter of folders containing the quotidian, one folder is filled with short pieces I’ve written over the last decade. Essays, craft talks, keynote addresses, book reviews, short stories. Some of these were assignments. Some began with my own exploration. But all started with the same three words: Here goes nothing. Those words spring from a feeling that there really should be a complicated German word for, a combination of desperation and abandon. This is how I feel when I finally set out. But before I get to that phrase, that high board, first I must navigate a fallow period—either blessedly brief or mercilessly long—in which I get in my own way. Eleven books into my writing life, and I still haven’t managed to avoid it, which leaves me with the reluctant belief that it must be fertile in its own fallow way. It might look like doing laundry, checking email, filling out health insurance forms better saved for a time when my brain is already fried. Or it might look like falling into various fascinating rabbit holes in the name of research, or politics, or the Instagram shopping algorithm that knows me so well. Regardless, when it goes on long enough, it leads to a state very close to despair.

This despair-adjacent state is when things get interesting. A while back, I had been hard at work on my memoir, Inheritance, when I realized the two hundred pages I had accumulated were nothing more than a false start. “I know I would tell anyone in my circumstances this is creative despair,” I told my husband. “But it just feels like despair.” I was pretty close to hitting bottom, which is the exact spot where true beginning happens. To get to here goes nothing, first a writer must feel she has nothing to lose. And truthfully, what is there to lose? To begin, begin. What’s the worst thing that will happen? You’ll get it wrong? Write pages that make you cringe the next day? Ball them up and toss them out? To begin, begin again.

For writers, a day spent writing is a good day—always. A day spent writing is de facto better than a day spent avoiding writing

THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


JUST TEN IMAGES






	The scrub room at the NICU entrance, where I’d lather my hands at the wide metal basins, using my foot to control the faucet.

	The flashing red number that signaled his oxygen saturations were dropping as he lay in his incubator, and how they came back up to normal as soon as I held him.

	The way he furrowed his brow like an old man when he was hungry, pursed and wrinkled his lips as he gave out a little squawk.






THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:



THE ART OF DAILINESS










THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


BE SLOW








THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


JOURNEY AND JOURNAL






THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


HOW ARE YOU REALLY?













THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


RADICAL RECEPTIVITY







THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


INSIDE SEEING













THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


FIRST LINES




















THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:


I BEGIN AGAIN







THIS IS YOUR PROMPT:
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