
Fierce on the Page

Become the Writer You Were Meant to Be and Succeed on Your Own Terms

Sage Cohen

Cincinnati, Ohio


FIERCE ON THE PAGE. Copyright © 2016 by Sage Cohen. Manufactured in the United States of America. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review. Published by Writer’s Digest Books, an imprint of F+W Media, Inc., 10151 Carver Road, Suite # 200, Blue Ash, OH 45242. (800) 289-0963. First edition.

For more resources for writers, visit www.writersdigest.com.

Distributed in Canada by Fraser Direct

100 Armstrong Avenue

Georgetown, Ontario, Canada L7G 5S4

Tel: (905) 877-4411

Distributed in the U.K. and Europe by F&W Media International

Brunel House, Newton Abbot, Devon, TQ12 4PU, England

Tel: (+44) 1626-323200, Fax: (+44) 1626-323319

E-mail: postmaster@davidandcharles.co.uk

Distributed in Australia by Capricorn Link

P.O. Box 704, Windsor, NSW 2756 Australia

Tel: (02) 4577-3555


For Theo, my fierce love


Contents


	
Title Page
   

	
Copyright Page
   

	
Dedication
   

	
About the Author
   

	
Introduction: Unleashing the Fierce Writer Within
   

	
Chapter 1: You Are Your Best Expert
   

	
Chapter 2: Mint Gold
   

	
Chapter 3: Bite the Monkey
   

	
Chapter 4: Paint Your Target Where the Arrow Lands
   

	
Chapter 5: It’s Easier with a Buddy
   

	
Chapter 6: Fall in Love with the Problem
   

	
Chapter 7: Write Two Pages and Call Me in the Morning
   

	
Chapter 8: Get Happy First
   

	
Chapter 9: Change Your Context to Regain Your Appetite
   

	
Chapter 10: How Much the Writing Life Can Hold
   

	
Chapter 11: Know Yourself, Welcome Yourself
   

	
Chapter 12: Serve Your Audience
   

	
Chapter 13: What If You Stopped Trying So Hard?
   

	
Chapter 14: Build a Cathedral
   

	
Chapter 15: You’re Worth It
   

	
Chapter 16: Make It Matter
   

	
Chapter 17: To Plan Is Human; To Schedule Is Divine
   

	
Chapter 18: Honor Your Lineage
   

	
Chapter 19: Master the Margin
   

	
Chapter 20: Change Yourself
   

	
Chapter 21: Define Success on Your Terms
   

	
Chapter 22: Two Keys to Unlock Your Momentum
   

	
Chapter 23: BYOB: Become Your Own Brand
   

	
Chapter 24: Find (and Keep) Your X
   

	
Chapter 25: Let It Go, Let It Go
   

	
Chapter 26: Don’t Smoke a Cigarette While Pushing an Oxygen Tank
   

	
Chapter 27: Take a Stand
   

	
Chapter 28: Fail Harder
   

	
Chapter 29: The Art of Incubation
   

	
Chapter 30: Secure Your Own Mask Before Assisting Others
   

	
Chapter 31: Learn the Names of Things
   

	
Chapter 32: Embrace Your Envy
   

	
Chapter 33: Cultivate Your Voice
   

	
Chapter 34: Get Back on the Scale
   

	
Chapter 35: Join the Conversation
   

	
Chapter 36: Claim Your Superpower; Cherish Your Kryptonite
   

	
Chapter 37: Be Grateful
   

	
Chapter 38: Be Slow
   

	
Chapter 39: Inhabit the Universal
   

	
Chapter 40: Don’t Rush the Ending
   

	
Chapter 41: Poetic License Granted
   

	
Chapter 42: What If Marketing Were Love Made Contagious?
   

	
Chapter 43: The Glint of Light on Broken Glass
   

	
Chapter 44: Observation As Transportation
   

	
Chapter 45: Stop Smushing Bananas
   

	
Chapter 46: Reaching High Is the True Triumph
   

	
Chapter 47: Notice. Intend. Act.
   

	
Chapter 48: If Everyone Else Was Jumping off a Bridge
   

	
Chapter 49: The Traffic Cone and the Under-Construction Writing Life
   

	
Chapter 50: Better Than Busy
   

	
Chapter 51: Find Eliza
   

	
Chapter 52: It’s Your Story to Tell
   

	
Chapter 53: Ask Well and Ye Shall Receive
   

	
Chapter 54: Freedom’s Just Another Word for Nothing Left to Choose
   

	
Chapter 55: Write Your Manifesto
   

	
Chapter 56: Love Thy List
   

	
Chapter 57: Write the Acknowledgments First
   

	
Chapter 58: A Bug’s Life, A Writer’s Life
   

	
Chapter 59: Lead What You Want to Learn
   

	
Chapter 60: Ride the Wave of Fear
   

	
Chapter 61: Find Your Form
   

	
Chapter 62: Listen to Your Mother
   

	
Chapter 63: Get to the Place of Grace
   

	
Chapter 64: Happily Ever During
   

	
Chapter 65: Cars Don’t Melt
   

	
Chapter 66: Love the Dog You Pick
   

	
Chapter 67: Practice Closes the Gap
   

	
Chapter 68: The Net May or May Not Appear
   

	
Chapter 69: Sticks and Stones May Break My Bones, but Names Can Change the Shape of Water Molecules
   

	
Chapter 70: From Breakdown to Breakthrough
   

	
Chapter 71: Pick the Low-Hanging Fruit
   

	
Chapter 72: Cupid Hits an Artery
   

	
Chapter 73: Oh, the Places You’ll Go
   

	
Chapter 74: Leave a Tiger Behind
   

	
Chapter 75: From Impossible to Inevitable
   





About the Author

[image: Sage Cohen]

Sage Cohen is the author of the nonfiction books Writing the Life Poetic and The Productive Writer, and the poetry collection Like the Heart, the World. Her prizewinning poems, essays, fiction, and how-to articles have been published widely, and Sage has been sought out as a literary instructor, writing coach, presenter, performer, and judge. As the founder of Sage Communications, she has been crafting the strategies and writing the words that accelerate business since 1997. Sage is a graduate of Brown University and the Creative Writing Program at New York University. She lives in Portland, Oregon, with her young son and a menagerie of animals. Learn more at sagecohen.com.


Introduction

Unleashing the Fierce Writer Within

As writers, we can reliably improve our craft by refining ourselves. The attitude and approach we bring to our work ultimately define the quality of the writing we produce. I believe that when making the crossing from good to great, ferocity is our best compass.

The fierce writer ensures that the time and energy she invests in her craft pay dividends of insight and evolution. The fierce writer discovers how to come into alignment with his authority, leverage his instincts, and honor his rhythms to become the truest instrument of his craft.

I believe you’re holding this book because you are already a fierce writer. You have everything you need—and you are everything you need—to do the writing you want to do.

You may not know yet what fierce writing means to you, or how you can reliably harness your ferocity in service to your writing. I’m here to help you find out. This book offers a range of strategies, attitudes, tools, and practices to aid you in unleashing your own ferocity—in writing and in life.

Together, we will explore ways to reduce friction, gain momentum, and source joy from your writing so you can bring forward the words only you can bring to the page and become the writer you were meant to be. Live the life you want to live. And make your greatest contribution.

Join the conversation about cultivating and sustaining a fierce writing life at fierceonthepage.com.
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You Are Your Best Expert

“The first job of the poet is to become the person who could write the poems.” —Stanley Kunitz

If you pick up a turtle attempting to cross a busy road and try to redirect him to safety, he will likely return to the same place in the road where you found him and continue his crossing. The turtle has an internal guidance system that is impervious to your ideas of traffic. Despite your best intentions to share your wisdom, the turtle needs to find out for himself how to navigate the road’s potential perils.

When it comes to receiving advice, we are all turtles. Even the greatest advice from well-meaning people can’t save us. We can only save ourselves.

This notion can be hard to accept. We see that our literary heroes managed to traverse the road intact, and we want them to tell us how we can do it, too. But they can’t tell us anything we are not willing to discover for ourselves. Even if Stephen King, Anne Lamott, or Mary Oliver were to sit us down and tell us exactly how they advanced their literary lives, chances are that what worked for them wouldn’t serve us equally well. Their writing and their careers have been shaped by their fabulous, unprecedented quirks—and ours will be, too.

Your job is to become the expert of you. When you get writing advice from a book or teacher, or when you see a writer you admire doing something that seems to be working, I propose that you try it only if it sounds appealing, and keep doing it only if it works. Experts are useful, but they’re not the authority on you.

There is no absolute truth but your own when it comes to your writing life, and I invite you to follow your own golden thread to name it and claim it.

For example, the common wisdom is that the early morning is the best time to write. But the best time for me is from 4 P.M. to midnight. A good number of experts insist that you sit at your desk every day and stay there for a certain amount of time, or until you produce a certain number of words. Nope. I’m not going to do that, especially when writing poetry. Instead, I wait until a project fills me with so much love, excitement, and anticipation that I simply can’t imagine an alternative to being at my desk, making it happen. I don’t have to plan a time to show up and write, because I know I can count on myself to do so regularly. Yet, often I do follow a schedule, because this serves me well in accomplishing large, long-term goals.

Many writers specialize in a genre, and this is generally considered a very good idea. But it’s not who I am, so it’s not what I do. Has it hindered my career? Hard to say. But I do know that I haven’t limited my writing based on another’s interpretation of what a writing life should be. And that has helped me build trust with the source from which my writing is drawn, such that I don’t lose momentum by trying to be the writer I think I’m supposed to be.

And despite whatever biases I may have about what I “should” be writing, or the work other people are producing that is more impressive than my own, or any imagined disapproval I might project throughout the spectrum of submission, publication, and readership, I have simply committed to showing up and writing down what wants to come through.

I believe this may be the single most important thing we can do as writers.

I know what works for me because I keep experimenting. I stay with a groove until it starts to feel like a rut, and then I try something else. The longer I live and write and experiment, the more nuanced this exploration becomes.

Out of respect for your inner turtle and mine, I do not wish to offer you advice. Rather, I invite you to experiment, innovate, have fun, and notice what happens as you do. You are the deepest mystery you will ever navigate, and there is no better explorer for the job than you.

Writing can teach us who we are and what we are called to say. You become the person who could write the poems, as Stanley Kunitz advises, through the writing of the poems—and the stories and articles and essays.

Doing what is true for you is the path to becoming your own best expert. Keep this in mind as you move down that path:

	You are in charge. No one is sitting at the executive table of your writing life, issuing orders about how you should work—except you. You have to decide what you believe and value, and what you want. You have to learn how to manage your time effectively, set goals, know when your work is good or finished, and hold yourself accountable. This is warrior’s work, and it requires ferocity.

	Everyone and everything is a teacher. We learn from the literature we consume, from the advice of our literary heroes, and from a variety of teachers and guides and role models along the way. Trying and failing is a writer’s gold: It’s how you come to understand who you are and how you operate. If you adopt a habit or technique that works for someone else but doesn’t work for you, move on and try something else!

	You get to invent yourself, both figuratively and literally. Writers invent characters and contexts through which we explore possibilities beyond the reach of our actual lives. Inhabiting another life or place in a piece of writing is a kind of alchemy. You can give yourself any experience you need and write yourself through to the other side.

	Don’t let anyone else tell you how to tell your story, no matter how important they are. Editors, teachers, writing group members, and publishers will all have opinions about your work. Your job is to listen to this feedback, learn how to adapt it to fit your needs, and decide what works for you.

Studying others and following their suggestions can be a meaningful way to tap into your internal guidance system. When you become your own best expert in crossing the road, you will reliably arrive at a destination meant only for you.
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Mint Gold

“Routines are human nature. Why not create some that will mint Gold?” —Hafiz

The person you are and the writing life you create are a composite of the practices you choose and embody. Who you are today has been shaped by the choices you made in the past. The choices you make now define where you’re headed—and who you become.

Simply put, you are what you practice.

This is good news if you haven’t quite fulfilled the goals you had in mind or established the momentum you’d like. If you want to mint gold with your routines, you can start now.

As I see it, there’s nothing that a solid routine can’t help resolve. If you want to feel more rested, you can adjust your sleep routine. If you want to feel more energized, you can adapt your eating and exercise regimens. If you want to write or publish more, you can make endless refinements to those practices.

The more your routines align with and express your desires, the more likely you are to become exactly the writer you are called to be.

But how do you go about transforming long-established habits that aren’t serving you into ones that are? Often it’s not as easy as simply deciding to be different. How do you break your stickiest cycles?

Train Your Inner Animal

I once read an interview with a large-animal trainer who said that the best way to inspire an animal to do what you want is to simply ignore any undesired behavior and then give a great deal of positive reinforcement, such as praise, treats, and encouragement, when the animal exhibits the desired behavior.

This is the opposite of how most of us humans treat ourselves—and each other. Let’s say you have a stellar writing practice, but you have a single habit that isn’t pleasing you; perhaps you’re wasting far too much time on social media. If you’re like most people, you focus your attention on solving the problem or making the behavioral change you want. Right?

But if you were a large-animal trainer training yourself (and I propose that we all are), you would ignore the social media problem. Instead, you would devote your attention and gratitude to all of the things you’re doing right in your writing practice. (Maybe you woke at five and wrote for an hour three times this week, or submitted to the contest within the submission deadlines, or wrote an incredible sentence or stanza that made your hair stand on end, or led a workshop that required great courage and commitment.) Keep your focus there.

Appreciate What’s Working

Wowing yourself on a daily basis has profound power to mobilize you in the direction you desire. And giving your attention to what’s going right has a tendency to snowball, meaning you are impatient to get back to that thing you did so well, and keep doing it, until what you want—and what you’re doing to get there—occupies more and more of your attention. Along the way, the distractions that have intercepted your desires begin to lose traction. So you don’t have to try to limit your social media time; you simply hop online less and less as your writing life fills up with more compelling and satisfying activity. 

Measure Your Success

How can you turn a bad habit (one that’s not serving you) into a good habit (one that does) once and for all? By measuring your positive momentum. Let’s take another look at that social media habit you’re trying to break. By now, all of this attention to what you’re doing right has helped you reframe the “problem” in terms of a desired solution: “I want to spend the time designated for my writing deeply engaged in the work that matters to me.” Then track and appreciate every choice you make to fulfill this desire. Each time you show up at your writing desk, write it down. Every time you spend fifteen minutes fully engaged in your practice, write it down. For each goal you set and honor, write it down. For each deadline you meet, write it down.

It might seem counterintuitive to ignore the problem entirely. But the approach I’m suggesting is simply to flip the coin and focus instead on the solution. By measuring what you’ve done well—instead of what you need to improve—you’re building a case in your own favor. And as the evidence of your positive momentum mounts, you will begin to convince yourself that you are a master at minting gold.

Be Fierce

Research suggests that it takes three weeks to cement a new habit. What will you start practicing today that can help permanently change the course of your writing life? 
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Bite the Monkey

I live with a twelve-year-old German Shepherd mix named Hamachi. A large dog with a large mouth, Machi gets mouthy when she’s excited. For example, during her younger days, at walk time, she would have a friendly nosh on anything in reach—my ankles, her leash, my butt—while yowling and leaping around.

Years ago, I learned to intercept this behavior by giving Machi a job to do when she is excited. Now we keep a stuffed monkey toy by the door just for her. When it’s walk time, I say in my firm voice, “Bite the monkey, Machi,” and that’s exactly what she does. All of her enthusiasm is channeled into biting and shaking that monkey, and I can get dressed for the outdoors without fear of friendly fire.

On my birthday this year, I asked myself what I know now that I didn’t know earlier in my life. The answer came immediately and simply: I know how to get out of my own way. In teaching Machi to bite the monkey, it appears I have learned to do the same. I think this is a critical life—and writing—strategy. Because though we will certainly encounter plenty of obstacles out there in the world, we make things so much harder for ourselves by creating a whole range of obstacles internally as well.  

Our behaviors and our attitudes are often our greatest limitations. The good news is that we are in charge of these. And as we learn to make different choices, our range of possibilities can dramatically expand.

Over time, I’ve developed several “bite the monkey” practices of my own. One is to make detailed schedules for reaching my writing goals, to help me see that I actually do have enough time to write despite all my other commitments. I know that I will often improvise outside the lines of those schedules, but they remain the baseline evidence that what I’ve set out to do can be accomplished.

When I find myself inundated with self-defeating thoughts, I often write them down so I can see clearly what stories have power over me. I draw two columns on a sheet of paper and label them “I once believed” and “Now I believe.” In the first column I write the negative thought, for example: “I am not perfect enough to ever publish anything.” In the second column, I rejigger the negative thought into a more positive and encouraging one: “I will do my best, and I will let editors or publishers decide if my work is worth publishing.”

I also allow myself to bounce around on e-mail and social media for a good ten to fifteen minutes when I first sit at my desk, because it lets me exhaust some of my nervous energy before settling down to do real work.

For me, biting the monkey means finding a way to satisfy the rebellious or fearful or inexperienced or undeveloped part of me with some meaningful activity or construct that helps it settle back down. This lets me protect my time and energy so I can stay engaged in moving forward.

What does it mean to you?

Be Fierce

How do you bite the monkey? What strategies work to get you beyond your own interference and a bit closer to your goals? Come on over to fierceonthepage.com/bitethemonkey and tell us about your best practices. As a community of fierce writers, we can learn from each other. 



4

Paint Your Target Where the Arrow Lands

In order for an archer to hit her mark, the bow, arrow, and target must be in agreement. In order for a writer to hit her mark, practice, planning, and intention must align.

Imagine your writing practice as the bow from which your finished work springs. The target is your intended result, and the arrow you send out from your practice toward the target is your clear plan for reaching your goal.

Let’s say your writing practice consists of an hour of writing every day, your plan is to share a solid draft with your writing group in three weeks, and your intention is to submit to three journals the following month. All of the variables are in alignment. The arrow is poised, your aim is true, and when it is time, you will leverage the tension of the quiver and release. The more practice you have at sending arrows toward the targets of your choosing, the more reliable your aim and your results are likely to become.

Perhaps you’ll hit the target on the first try; it happens. But most of us need a fair amount of practice. Over time, you may continue refining your aim at the same target. Or you may have a range of nearer and farther targets, with larger or smaller bull’s-eyes. Informed by your expanding insight about your work and your market, the quantity and scope of these goals will likely shift over time.

The way we navigate our path toward marksmanship is equally important to the number of targets we hit.

In an old Irish fable, the king searching for a master marksman discovers an extraordinary fourteen-year-old whose barn is covered with arrows at precisely the center of every target. The king declares the boy a hero and wants to enlist him to lead his armed forces. When he asks the young boy how he became such an expert shot, the boy explains that he simply shoots arrows and then paints a target around the places where each one lands.

Though this is not likely what the king had in mind when seeking a master marksman, I think he discovered a unique kind of unsung hero. He found a boy who recognized not only the value of aiming for a clear target, but also for honoring the places where our arrows land. I believe this is required of any writer who wishes to master her craft.

You had a Pulitzer in mind, but you ended up in the school newsletter. You had envisioned a story about a nurse with a brain tumor whose personality changed, but the characters revealed that the main conflict should focus on how family patterns anchor our identity. The essay you sent out for publication was rejected, but the editor made an encouraging remark about a memorable moment. You intended to spend the entire weekend writing, but your kitchen pipes froze and burst, so you made the most of the two writing hours left on Sunday evening once you were no longer standing in two inches of water.

The arrows land where they land. We learn what we can learn. Then what?

It wouldn’t make much sense for a hunter to track a bear with a single arrow in her quiver, right? And it doesn’t make much sense for you, either. When you have a writing target in mind, the best way to eventually reach it is to fill your quiver with arrows—with possible ways that you might reach the target. The more ways you can think of to possibly fulfill a goal, the more likely you are to succeed.

For example, I know writers who wish to be published, send out a single, tentative story to a single publication, get rejected, and conclude that they are not publishable. I also know writers who create a list of fifteen publications they’d be excited to appear in, and they don’t stop sending a story out until they’ve exhausted or even expanded the list. Even so, this keeps the range of possible goal fulfillment narrowed to a single story. I propose that you think much more broadly.

When you focus on multiple, possible paths to achieving a goal, you radically expand your chances of success and satisfaction. You can let go of the idea that there’s only one possible outcome that could satisfy you. Let’s say you want to become known for your expertise in earthquake preparedness. I’ll bet you could think of a wide variety of ways to become more visible as a thought leader in your field. For instance, you could create your own blog on the topic, post as a guest on the blogs of other leaders in your field, query Survivalist magazine, propose an article or even a column on the website of a business selling equipment or offering information to survivalists, offer lectures or start a group that meets regularly in your community, tweet a steady stream of quick tips, propose an article or column to pet businesses or veterinarians educating people about how to prepare for pet care in a disaster, or offer consulting to businesses in your community or around the globe about creating an emergency plan.

See what I mean? If one of these options doesn’t pan out, you can simply try another, and then another. As you delve deeper into your inquiry, you’ll likely think of dozens more possibilities.

By diversifying the range of ways you might reach a goal, you take the pressure off, see how viable this goal actually is, increase your odds of success, and sustain your momentum toward that bulls-eye. When you pay attention and appreciate exactly where each arrow lands, you can honor where you are in your journey and clarify which arrow you’ll draw next—and where you intend to send it.

Be Fierce

No matter how specific and singular your goal seems, I challenge you to come up with twenty different ways that you might get there. Remember that we each get to start (or continue) where we are. “Getting published” will mean something very different to you if you have five books out compared to if you just wrote your first article.
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It’s Easier with a Buddy

My young son is of the age now where his life experience is starting to overlap with my earliest memories. One of my clearest impressions from my own kindergarten days is the phenomenon of being assigned a buddy when doing an activity that would benefit from a little extra accountability—such as crossing the street, approaching a swimming pool, or playing on an unfamiliar playground.

When my writing promotion buddy recently forwarded a set of poetry submission guidelines to me accompanied by an encouraging note, it struck me how much a little extra accountability can matter in the writing life. I seek out submission guidelines on my own all the time, and they often land in my e-mail in-box from various publications. However, it is a completely different experience when a friend who wants to see me succeed—who is, in fact, explicitly invested in seeing me publish and promote my writing as effectively as I can—shares info about such opportunities.

Twice this week, my promotion buddy has forwarded me publishing leads, and each time I nearly leaped out of my chair to send in my poetry immediately. Why? Because her energy and enthusiasm invigorated my own. And also, maybe more important, I knew that she’d know if I didn’t follow through on these opportunities, whereas she would never know about the pile of submissions guidelines that were accumulating muddy cat paw prints as they lay untouched on my office floor.

In The Happiness Project, Gretchen Rubin describes her need to receive gold stars for her good works. She is rather hard on herself about this and works throughout the book to lessen the hold of this particular need. This is valiant work, and it is certainly liberating to release the need for affirmation, especially in the context of family. However, I’d like to propose an alternative approach that works very well in the writing life: Find someone whose explicit job is to affirm you.

That’s where a writing promotion buddy comes in.

Here’s how it works for my buddy and me. We don’t hold hands as we cross the street, but we do talk every week or two, as our schedules allow, for a half hour. We each talk for fifteen minutes about what we’re doing to promote our books. We celebrate successes, ask questions, share tips and professional development information, and affirm one another.

As I’m preparing for our call each week, I feel a little ache about the nonprimary place my authoring life has in the context of my larger life these days, and I feel the weight of all I have not been able to accomplish. But as soon as I’m on the phone with my writing promotion buddy, I’m reinvigorated by my own report of what I have accomplished when I hear my forward momentum in my own voice. When my listener proclaims sincerely, as she often does, “That’s so great!” I have fresh appreciation for myself and my work. In short, I have earned a gold star. But an even more important energy source is my excitement about what my friend is accomplishing. Her commitment fuels my own. Her successes are little beacons that illuminate what’s possible in the literary life.

I leave our conversations with at least a few marketing and business-building ideas I’m excited to explore, strategies to attempt, and books to read. That’s a lot of value from a brief interaction. Just as a half-hour run in the morning energizes the rest of the day, our call often enlivens my entire week.

This is only one possible way you can go about your own buddy relationship. You can structure it however you want, to invoke whatever is most important to you. Over the years, I’ve had different kinds of buddy arrangements. At times, I’ve needed to focus entirely on accountability: making promises to my buddy, following through, and reporting on the completion of my work. In other chapters of my life, I’ve needed to commiserate or solve client challenges and strategic snafus. I’ve had literary buddies and business-writing buddies. With one writing buddy, I focused on both publication and fitness goals. I consider my long-term collaboration and invigorating friendship with my writing buddy Pamela to be a primary influence on my marketing writing career. Without the daily camaraderie we cultivated throughout multiple decades, I doubt I would still be working as a consultant after nearly twenty years.

The more supported you feel, the more risks you are likely to take and the more quickly you can rebound from your missteps. With a writing buddy, your accountability to yourself is amplified, and so are your successes.

Be Fierce

Do you have a reliable energy source in your writing life? Is there some aspect of your goals or commitments that feels a bit wobbly to you? Is there a realm of to-do or to-be that could benefit from a little extra accountability, friendship, or fun? Perhaps you need a writing buddy. You could have an affirmation buddy, a submissions buddy, a public speaking buddy, a celebration buddy, a freewriting buddy, a poem- or page-a-day buddy, a goal-setting buddy. … You get the idea.

I invite you to choose a writing buddy with a specific, shared goal or purpose, and to commit to a half hour once a week, or even once a month, when the two of you specifically address this single issue together. I think you may be amazed at how the tender seed of desire in you sinks its roots and sends out flowers when it receives attention from someone who is invested in your success.
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Fall in Love with the Problem

“The serious problems in life, however, are never fully solved. If ever they should appear to be so, it is a sure sign that something has been lost. The meaning and purpose of a problem seem to lie not in its solution but in our working at it incessantly. This alone preserves us from stultification and petrification.” —Carl Jung

When I watched a video of free solo rock climber Alex Honnold making his way up Yosemite’s El Capitan without the use of cautionary ropes, I felt at one with his death-defying climb. Not because I have ever risked my life on a rock face—or anything close—but because I know what it is like to have a single-minded obsession that a lifetime of practice cannot quench.

In the epic struggle of my writing life, I have inhabited that moment of pure intent where one word comes after the next in a dance of execution that requires an empty mind and absolute receptivity. And I am hooked on the altitudes, the feeling that the odds are against me, and the fierce commitment it takes to find foothold after foothold amidst the inhospitable demands of daily life and elusive craft.

What keeps this writer hooked is the fact that the writing journey is endlessly nuanced. The deeper we get in our practice, as we each ascend our own precipice of growth, the greater our opportunity to solve bigger and bigger problems. Though we may get ourselves into magnificent climbing shape along the way, the terrain of one mountain doesn’t necessarily prepare us for the wildlife, weather, and equipment failure we might face on the next. Writing one poem or screenplay or book or newspaper article or essay doesn’t necessarily lay the groundwork for the next.

This is why I propose that writers simply fall in love with the struggle. When your writing taps into that place of absolute necessity, stay with it. When your writing is anchored in your deepest questions, needs, pains, and truths, stay with it.

Striving to solve the unsolvable as writers trains us for the unsolvable in life. You never know for sure if you’re finished, or if it’s any good. You just show up as you are and do your best, and this is what’s so beautiful. All of us are vulnerable, clumsy, and wrong a lot of the time. That’s what enables us to connect with the rest of the flawed humans out there. Love the struggle, and you’ll be able to accept yourself exactly as you are, in this moment, at any moment.

There is another important advantage to leaning in to the unsolved problem: Loving your writing struggle is an exit loop from the ego struggle. No one looks good when wrestling a sentence to the ground. And you simply can’t afford to think about that, or whether your writing is good enough, and if the people you want to impress are having the reactions you’d prefer. Because such concerns take your attention away from the climb at hand. This struggle is between you and the mountain. If you focus on anything or anyone else, including your ego, you may miss a foothold and suffer a significant setback.

Seth Godin says, “Both entitlement and unworthiness are the work of the resistance. The twin narratives make us bitter, encourage us to be ungenerous, keep us stuck. Divas are divas because they've tricked themselves into believing both narratives—that they’re not getting what they’re entitled to, and, perversely, that they’re not worth what they’re getting.”

When you are entirely invested in the work of writing, you can exit the loops of entitlement and unworthiness altogether. This throws the doors open to an entirely new way of being, and writing.

When you fall in love with the problem, you can simply enjoy the climb toward a solution—with the winds and the free fall at your back. You are more likely to take risks in the name of growth, because getting up that rock face is the only objective. This is why I recently chose to write my first short story in twenty years. I wanted a fresh and epic problem to solve: how to move a narrative along through a story arc. I loved the struggle of moving from the middle to the end. My life, I am happy to report, didn’t depend on this type of free soloing, but my writing did. I groped around on the sheer cliff of the unknown for my next fingerhold and toehold. Then I did it again. And again.

Be Fierce

My cat Diablo helped me invent a yoga position for falling in love with the struggle: Write with a sleeping cat draped over your typing forearms and wrists. Try it for yourself. It’s not easy, but it will fill you with acceptance for the burdens of love you gladly carry.

You can also share the pose that helps you embrace the problem at fierceonthepage.com/lovethestruggle.
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