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INTRODUCTION






#1000 WORDS OF SUMMER

Have you ever made something that has changed your life forever completely by accident?

In the spring of 2018 my dear friend, the talented memoirist and educator Anne Gisleson, and I needed some inspiration. We wanted to build enough momentum for a productive summer and direct our energy toward one location—our creative projects. To shut out the noise, slough off the distractions.

Anne was trying to finish a new nonfiction proposal. She has two children and was closing in on the end of another year teaching at a local arts high school, with all the pressures and challenges that went along with it. I had my seventh book in thirteen years to complete. We were nearly at the halfway mark of the Trump presidency and had been writing through all the chaos of that time. We both needed a push to the other side.

We brainstormed for a bit. An actor friend had recently done an exercise boot camp to get in shape for a movie. Every morning in a park in Los Angeles, for fourteen days, he did an intense cardio workout in the Southern California sun. It sounded grueling, but it had been effective.

“What if we did our own boot camp?” I asked Anne. What if we wrote 1000 words a day for two weeks straight? That length of time seemed like a doable amount. A month felt like a job, and a week felt like not enough work would get done.

“I’m in,” she said immediately.

We picked a date that worked for her after the school year ended. Then I casually posted on social media that I was doing a two-week intensive writing push with an accountability partner. Within an hour, hundreds of people had chimed in that they wanted to do it, too. I decided to set up a mailing list and send out emails to encourage anyone who had signed up. Then I asked some writer friends—many of them bestselling and critically acclaimed—to share words of wisdom for the emails.

By the end of those first two weeks, two thousand people had signed up. All of us were writing with a renewed commitment to our craft. We posted our word count to social media every day and connected with each other, and in the process we became one another’s accountability partners. Someone had suggested I call it “1000 Words of Summer,” a play on the 2009 movie title (500) Days of Summer. As with everything about this project, if it sounded like a good and simple solution, I ran with it. We adopted the #1000wordsofsummer hashtag to track our work and support one another, and it grew from there.

What started as a simple challenge between two friends has grown into a literary movement—write 1000 words a day, every day, for two weeks straight, without judgment or bias and see what comes of it. This past year we had more than thirty thousand participants.

The #1000wordsofsummer project takes place in the summertime to honor my teacher friends. While I didn’t choose the path of being an educator, many of my peers did. They’re out there working on developing the writers of tomorrow, offering their knowledge and time, often in stressful working conditions and for very little pay, and in turn they get summers off to do more work—and it’s not always their own. All this time they spend taking care of the future of others. The least we can do is lend a little support and inspiration to them.

Each year we are more connected than ever, and so much good has come out of it. Participants have written and sold books they have begun during the annual session. People have formed writers’ groups—and friendships—out of it. There are some folks who return year after year just to have that moment of connection.

Look, even if what we write doesn’t turn into a million-dollar book deal, there’s something important about showing up for one another—and ourselves. If we reach out to others admitting our challenges while also cheering one another on, we’re all capable of more than we expected. Those 1000 words come easier when you feel supported.

It is with that enthusiasm that I have put together this book: a collection of the previously published emailed letters, along with new material from other authors and myself. My hope is that at any moment you could open these pages and know you’re not alone in your creative life—and that yes, you can do the work.






WHY 1000 WORDS, THOUGH?

I’m a New York Times bestselling author who has written seven books of fiction and one memoir. My books have been translated into sixteen languages, and I have contributed work to practically every major publication in the US. I have a small home and a fat puggle and I live a quiet life in New Orleans that I’ve worked hard to achieve, and I built it all on my words. For two decades, I have been writing professionally and have thought long and hard about productivity, creativity, how the two are intertwined, and what works for me every day of the week.

Since I began writing books in earnest, I have used 1000 words a day as my regular writing goal. It’s about four typed pages double-spaced. If I write 1000 words a day, five days a week, give or take time for edits, research, and other job responsibilities, I can finish a messy-as-hell first draft in about six months. It usually takes me another six months to get it in enough shape to be able to share it with other people.

The 1000 words (or whatever is comparable in your chosen genre) is a guideline. It’s my personal guideline because it has worked for me. I have published a book every two years for the last eighteen years, so I stand behind this premise.

But 1000 words is more than just about writing to me. I see it as:


	a good day’s work

	a meetable goal

	a step toward finishing a project

	a simple metric for creative output



It’s both a quantifiable goal and an inspirational concept.

I know plenty of published writers who write far fewer words a day (and those who write far more!), and they produce what they need to produce either way. It’s just a number, in the end. The last thing I want to do is slot people into an entrenched system that may not be healthy for everyone.

I can sit here and say that the word count matters, that the numbers matter, and they do. But what I’m really saying is that in terms of what we need or want to write, showing up matters, but having focus matters more. These letters, this structure, this encouragement and support, anyone can access it. Then all you have to do is sit down and write.

I think it’s a solid goal to hit, 1000 words. I always feel satisfied at the end of the day when I see what I’ve written. Feeling satisfied is a valuable part of the process. Doing things that encourage ourselves to keep going—also part of the process. Setting reasonable but worthwhile deadlines for ourselves. Challenging ourselves to see what we can accomplish, what we’re capable of. All of this is tied into the general concept of meeting a goal.

And that’s essentially what I’m trying to do here: whatever they are, I want to assist you in reaching your writing or creative goals.

One thousand words helps me. I hope it helps you, too.






1 CHOOSING TO WRITE







WHY I WRITE

Why am I committed to this act in my life? These answers I have developed over time, and I imagine they could change, but I’m more than fifty years old, and there are some things I know to be true.

I write because it’s the thing I have to offer, the sharpest skill I have. I write to make people feel less alone. I write as an act of service. I write because I want to communicate messages with the world. I write because it’s a political statement, because I’m a feminist, and I want to exercise my freedom of speech. I write because I believe in myself, and that I have something worth saying. I write because I’m an artist, and if I didn’t make my art I’d probably go mad. I write because it’s fun; I take genuine pleasure in the words dancing before me on the page. I write to make myself laugh. I write to process my shit. I write because it’s my job, and I get paid to do so, and I don’t take that for granted. I don’t take any of this for granted, ever.

And I write because I have mental health issues, and writing is one way I contend with my anxiety.

It never feels like anything important is real to me unless I’ve written it down in some way. Even if it’s just in my journal, in secret, in hiding. My specific business or artistic dreams or goals operate right alongside this need to steady myself in the world with my words. How do I cut through all the constant buzzing around me and capture the simple truths? With the slash of a sentence.






WRITING IS FREE

You have everything you need to make your art every single day. You have a pen and paper or, if you prefer, your laptop. Some people like to use their cell phone. I have used all three of these things and sometimes, when I have nothing, I repeat an idea in my head until I can get to a place where I can write it down. Whatever works, use it.

Unlike many other forms of art, you don’t need much physically to write. And you don’t need an audience. You don’t even need formal training. Though I did study writing as an undergraduate, I didn’t get an MFA. After college, I didn’t have access to the pathways of academia. I started out by writing little stories online and in my notebooks. I used to print them out at whatever temp job I was doing or at Kinko’s. Then I would staple them into tiny books and sell them on the internet or at parties I threw, until finally I had written enough stories to form a book. I just had a lot to say. I genuinely didn’t understand why people wouldn’t want to do this all the time. Little arts and crafts projects.

If you have one hundred stories in your head or you have just one story bursting out of you, either way, you’re all set. Writing is free for everyone. You can make whatever you want, wherever you want. You can make your own rules, your own universes, your own witty dialogue, anytime you like. It’s free to entertain ourselves all the time. Aren’t we lucky?






THE PLEASURES OF WRITING

The best part of being a writer is the actual writing and the community you build along the way. Commercial success, a good review, a cool book cover that everyone compliments, all the likes you get on a post—all of that feels good, all of that is important, because it’s important to feel good and be recognized. But also, it’s fleeting. In the long haul, those things are temporary, and it’s the growth and joy of putting down the words on the page, the development of both the body of work and yourself as a person, in addition to the supporting of other people and being supported by them, that makes it all worthwhile. Those are things you can have every day of your life. They are all possible.






WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?

“I’ve always wanted to write a book” is a thing people tell me all the time, and I fear I never respond to this as they would like me to, but I only know how to ask why they haven’t yet. What are you waiting for?

Not a fair response to everyone, and not applicable to everyone, for some of us have plenty of things preventing us from tending to our creative work: life, family, jobs, outstanding college loans that insistently need to be paid, and health issues, physical and mental alike. Weekly T-ball games. That lawn won’t mow itself, and trust me, it’s past due. So I could ask you this question and you will have an answer immediately and then I will shut the hell up.

But there are others of you I could ask and you will say either wistfully or with perhaps a little embarrassment, “I know, I know.” You are not making time for these important things: your work, your writing, your art, your creative self. This personal, intimate thing for you to call your own.

Now, I’m not raising my voice at you, but I am being direct and perhaps a little confrontational. You have something to say, you have some dreams of saying it. You know how to write, how to put one sentence after another, and you recognize the value of giving something a beginning, middle, and end. It’s your story, or it’s your grandmother’s story, or it’s a story you’ve made up from scratch. It hums around in your head. Maybe it even feels like it wants to claw its way out of you. You always saw yourself doing it, telling this story, but you never took that first step. Because.

Whatever the case, the words are in there, and you think about them all the time. Are you afraid to find out what will happen if you try to write them down? Do you fear the work you will have to do? Are you concerned about having to approach the particular kind of truth that can come only when one sits alone with their mind and their words? Are you a coward? (I don’t think you are.)

My friend the writer and filmmaker Priyanka Mattoo waited years before she started writing her memoir because “My fear was always I love books so much that if I’m bad at writing I will have to die.” But then she realized, “If I die and haven’t written a book, well, I’m dead anyway. Might as well have tried.”

What if you went your whole life without knowing if you could have done this? Are you letting this aspect of yourself—your creative goals—pass you by? Can you see how this would be a special opportunity for you, to try to write whatever it is you want to write? What are you waiting for?






WHAT IF WE HAVEN’T WRITTEN IN A WHILE?

Here are three reasons why we might stop writing:


	It’s a planned break for either professional or creative reasons.

	Life happened. An emergency or undeniable distraction has taken our writing time away from us for longer than we would like or expected, and now we are having trouble getting back into it.

	We stopped years and years ago. We gave it up, as if we moved to a new city away from an old friend, and as the years passed, we lost touch with it, but we always missed it, and we never forgot it. Our old writing friend.



No matter how long it’s been since you’ve been apart from your work, it can feel like forever. If you take a week off, if you take two months off, or a year, or if you haven’t written since college. It feels hard to get back into it. The words feel foreign on the page. Do these sentences even make sense? Are these even words? What are words anyway?

Every single time getting back into writing after a break is frustrating. Every single time. There’s never a moment I step effortlessly into my work again. There’s never a day where I just slide back inside my writing like I’m putting on a silk robe. It’s clunky and it’s hard and it usually requires carbohydrates, and I’m in a foul mood for at least a day, if not two. Ask all my friends.

It’s an issue for every writer I know: How do we reclaim our connection to our work?

Honey, don’t worry, you got this.

All you have to do is find your place at the beginning. You don’t even have to write the thing you want to write. You just have to write about it. Write a little letter to yourself. Sit down somewhere quiet. Tell yourself why you want to write it, what you think it can be, why you dream of doing it, why this pen feels good in your hand, why this notebook looks nice on your table, why this stolen moment you claim for yourself is important, how it felt the last time you wrote, however long ago it was, and how it feels to be back at it again, here with yourself and your brain. Start there, and see what happens next.






YOU CAN BE ANYWHERE AND WRITE THESE WORDS

Before I wrote my first book twenty years ago, I had a vague idea that I would eventually write one. I was writing all the time, stolen moments in cafés or on the subway, early in the morning, late in the evening, constantly churning out words. I couldn’t quite see that I was in the process of writing something that would eventually become a book. I was occasionally getting essays published, and I had put out a few zines of short stories, one with a small press. I had words bursting out of me. I only needed a place to put them.

A friend of mine said to me, “Why aren’t you writing a book yet? It’s time.” And then she offered me an opportunity: a place to live for the summer, a small cottage in Northern California on her boyfriend’s land. He had a dog that needed long walks—a big dog, a Tibetan mastiff. I saved up enough money from all my freelance jobs and headed west.

Every day I walked the big dog and I wrote 1000 words. I also drank a lot of cheap, cold white wine and ate too much pasta and read dozens of books, and I had several miniature nervous breakdowns because I was by myself so much, and also because I was getting rid of all this emotional stuff by writing this book, stuff I hadn’t known was there but now it was out, and it was on the page, 1000 words at a time.

I got up every morning and did it. I figured I would never have this amazing gift of time and space again. If I didn’t write this book now, then when would it happen? In the fall I would go back east, where I would crash on a friend’s couch for a while and return to work, to a contract job I hated. What if I had nothing to show for this summer?

At the end of the three months, I had an extremely rough first draft of a book. Whatever was going to happen next, at least I had done it. I had no idea what I was doing after that moment. But I had made this thing that was all mine.

Eight books later, I’ve learned a few things. You don’t need it to be summer, and you don’t need to be in a cottage in the woods. You can be anywhere and write those words. You just have to want it.

You can create a sense of isolation in your mind. You can tap into that hunger and desire to make something new. It’s all sitting right there. A pen, some paper, and your brain.






THE SHIP

Let’s say the work is the ship.

And let’s say the ship needs to sail from one shore to the other. You start on one side, you make it all the way across a huge body of water, and then you can dock that ship. (And hopefully that body of water really represents something between 65,000 and 85,000 words.) But that’s the journey: one shore, over the water, to the other shore.

Now, let’s say you get a third of the way across that body of water and you suddenly lose wind and your sails flutter and then flop. Or let’s say when you’re almost halfway to the shore you realize you were reading the map incorrectly; you can still change course to get you where you need to be, but it’s going to add a little time, make the trip a little longer. Or maybe you get three-quarters of the way, to where you can nearly see the shore in the distance, and then the least helpful member of your writing group says, “Wow, this is one dumb ship. I can’t even believe you thought you could sail it in the first place.”

Resist the urge to abandon the ship. I repeat—do not abandon the ship. Do not get on that little lifeboat and paddle back to shore. Do not get depressed and drink a bottle of rum and then jump overboard. Do not radio for help and get airlifted home and then apply to law school instead.

Just make it to the shore. That’s all you have to do. Then you can examine the ship for holes and dents and damages. Then you can see if the ship is worth sailing again. But get to the other side first. The wind will come back. Perhaps you will have to paddle. But you must try to get there. Otherwise, you’ll be wondering forever what could have happened. Otherwise, you’ll never know what the other side of that body of water looks like. Because I promise you, it’s a beautiful view.






HOW TO BEGIN

Sometimes we begin with a voice in our head, a character speaking to us. Sometimes we begin with a big (or little) idea that we can’t seem to stop thinking about or shake. Sometimes we begin with a personal tragedy, and sometimes we begin with something that makes us laugh or turns us on.

We think: I can write this.

We stack the pens and pluck out our favorite notebook from the stack and download some new albums.

I often feel light-headed. Buoyant and available and game. There’s this feeling of falling in love with something new.

With every project we are learning how to write again. We are convincing ourselves we can do it. We are writing letters to ourselves in our journals like incantations. We commit to an idea; we commit to ourselves. Here we go again. A new project. A new me.

And then we sit down. We start at the beginning. There is no wrong path, because we always must write through the mistakes to find the solutions. It’s impossible to go in the wrong direction, because when we start a new project, any way we go is the right direction. We just have to know that we want to write.

You are here for a reason! Now begin.






2 THE SEASONS





We develop a regular writing practice because it’s the surest and most direct way to get any real work done. One thousand words a day: it feels logical and precise and orderly. But the creative life cycle is year-round, and it operates in ebbs and flows. Sometimes our process is quieter and more intimate, and sometimes we are productive and streamlined and the words flow noisily and easily. Summer is usually my most productive time in terms of generating new work and getting words down on the page. For you, it might be at a different time, or in multiple, shorter spurts throughout the year. But since for most of us the writing process involves different phases, I have found it helpful to think of them in terms of seasons.

Winter is an internal and developmental phase. It’s when we ask ourselves questions to develop our baseline creative self. Like: How do you view yourself as an artist and a writer and a creative person in the world? What are your desires? What do you want to get out of your work? What does it mean to you to do work? What are the goals—both big and small—you hope to accomplish? How do you feel about the story you have to tell? Winter is the time to be thoughtful, self-interrogative, and centered. Now we begin to understand why we’ve chosen to write.

Spring is about prepping for our project, assessing what we need in order to move forward and be as productive as possible. It’s a moment to examine what our distractions are, how sometimes they are out of our control, but also how sometimes we create them for ourselves. And to notice if we’re talking ourselves out of progress—or even getting started in the first place. How do we get out of our own way so we can succeed? And how do we plan for the future of our work? How do we give ourselves all the care and thought we need to be ready to write? How do we situate ourselves in our world and then set ourselves up to write? How do we arm ourselves with what we need to proceed? In spring, we contemplate productivity and streamlining our process. It’s a moment to be strategic, analytical, and pragmatic.

Summer is when we’ve carved out time in our schedules, we’ve plotted out the future, and we’re ready to commit to generating new work. (This season is how all this began—with #1000wordsofsummer!) Let’s get messy, let’s make mistakes, let’s write into all of it with abandon and see what we can create. We’re in the rhythm now, so how do we ride our momentum to the end? Ever so slightly we contend with where this is all going, but mostly we write with pure joy.

And finally, fall is when we acknowledge the need to give ourselves grace. We do not accomplish work all the time. If we flowed in summer, perhaps now we need to ebb. How do we not judge ourselves when we need a break? How can we recognize when we need to pause and regroup? We need to remember the words will always be there for us, no matter what.

Figuring out how to move through our process efficiently, honestly. Contending with the hard stuff of life and recognizing it doesn’t have to derail our work. These are our challenges. But always remember the pleasure of the act of writing—the magic of inventing new ideas and worlds—and move toward that. There’s always a way to get there again. Season after season.




ABOUT THE LETTERS

After I finished the fifth year of #1000wordsofsummer, I sat down and reread all the letters from the authors who had generously agreed to contribute their words to this project. What I saw was a time capsule of life in America between 2018 and 2022, the moments of the personal and the political, not to mention a global health crisis. Our structures were taxed—in particular, our families. And a reinvention of how we work in the world today. Some of these letters serve as a reminder of those times and what we lived through.

Witness, for example, Melissa Febos taking early-morning runs to maintain her sanity during the early days of lockdown in New York City. Or Liz Moore and Courtney Sullivan talking about the struggles of parenting and writing during the pandemic. Then there’s Laila Lalami using writing as a respite and a distraction from the struggles of the world. And R. O. Kwon finding her way back to her practice through the development of an online writing group. I remembered again those times so vividly through their words.

And yet, what also emerged was the realization that the challenges, distractions, joys, and successes were both specific to these moments in time and not. Which is to say that while it was an extreme period of time in all our lives—and continues to be, in some cases—at any moment, the world can test us in brand-new ways and possibly impact our creativity and productivity. There is always a reason to not be writing, but there is also always a reason—and a way—to return to it eventually. If you are here now, it’s because you’re interested in finding that way.

One last note: these letters stay true to the authors’ original texts, privileging their intended voices over stylistic consistency throughout the book.






3 WINTER





I find the idea of starting something new thrilling. I have learned to embrace the fear that comes along with it. Every time I sit down to begin a project, I always think about those people who go to Coney Island on New Year’s Day—the members of the Polar Bear Club—for a swim. In the chilly sunshine, they rip off their clothes and run into the water. How do they find the courage? I’m sure they don’t think about it too much. You just have to go for it. Don’t psych yourself out. It’s going to sting no matter what—but you’ll feel great afterward.

When I start a book from scratch, not one page is typed. There are just a few ideas kicking around in my head, some handwritten notes. Usually there’s this sort of vaguely plump feeling in my brain whenever I think about the characters, where they are, mixed with this hazy notion of their conflicts, external and internal both. I think: How the hell am I going to do this again? Go from zero to hundreds of pages.

But I’ve learned to transform the nerves into enthusiasm for the most part. My approach is “I get to write a novel” versus “I have to write a novel.” And I think about what I desire. What kinds of stories I want to tell, what voices I want to give life to in the world.

You may be starting a new project, too. Now might be a good time to explore why you want to write it and what kind of writer you want to be.

And there may be some of you who are trying to finish long-term projects. Dusting off drafts that have been sitting in drawers or trying to push through to the end of something you’ve been toiling on for years. This book might feel heavy in your mind. There are all kinds of feelings already attached to this work from your personal history. You may be thinking to yourself: Why haven’t I finished this already?

Don’t talk yourself out of it. Ask yourself instead: Why do I want to finish it?

Whatever happened before this moment is irrelevant. We tear off our clothes and race down the sand to the icy cold water. We embrace the sting. To show ourselves we can. We start anew on our work, together. We just have to try.

I believe in you. You can do this. Now let’s begin.




FOUR TRUTHS


	We can’t finish what we don’t start.

	The only way to the end is through.

	It’s important to celebrate our accomplishments.

	We must forgive ourselves for that which we have simply not done yet.








WHAT DO THE WORDS DO FOR YOU?

The words do so many different things for people. If your writing is for comfort, let it comfort you. If your writing is for process, let it be for process. If your writing is to change your life or even the world, let that change roll. If your words are a war cry, for the love of God, please howl.

I know what the words do for me: for an hour or two, when I write, it’s a place I can go to feel safe. It has always worked that way, ever since I was a child. The safety of a sentence. The sensation when I push and play with the words is the purest I will ever feel. The calm space of my mind. I curl up in it. I love when sentences nudge up against each other, when I notice a word out of place and then put it in its correct spot. I can nearly hear a click when I slot it into place. I love making a sentence more powerful, more dramatic or moving or sad, and I love when I make a sentence quiet enough that I can almost hear the sound of my own breath. More than anything, I love when a sentence makes me laugh.

The words light up on the page, showing me what to do, where they want to go. They have always been my best friends in the world. All I need is for a few of them to show up. To soothe me.

Yes, yes, it’s different for everyone—but we’re all still here together. I can only speak of my particular intimacy and hope to connect with you. That’s what writing is: our particular intimacies. I offer up the idea of the safety of a sentence for you right now, the possibility of a place to put yourself, to put your heart. A place to rest for a while from these feverish days.

Today, before you begin your writing, think about this question: What do the words do for you?






YOUR STORY IS WORTH TELLING

I have written one memoir, and before I began I had to ask myself, truly, if my story was worth telling. We all wonder sometimes if our story is worth telling. If it’s worth writing those 1000 words, let alone seventy thousand of them. I can’t tell you what the reader will think of your story, but I can suggest a reframing of your narrative of the writing of it.

Stop thinking of it as the story of you and instead start thinking of it as the story you have to tell. How can you, in the writing of it, make it interesting? What will your approach be that will make it feel different or special? Will it be in an innovative structure? Will it be in the most gorgeous, breathtaking language? Will it be in the timing of it all, where you sink emotional moment after emotional moment? Will it be written in a hooky, addictive, page-turning style? Will it be rich with captivating cliff-hangers? How can you tell it in a way that has never been told before? How can you write a wholly unique story?

Life is a series of moments, some bigger, some smaller, and that’s it. You can hang them together like forgotten Christmas lights left up year-round; or like beloved memorabilia secured on a refrigerator, maybe a postcard from long ago or a photo booth strip; or like flyers tacked to a community board in a café, advertising services or looking for lost dogs; or like signs promoting opposing local candidates stuck side by side in competition on neighbors’ front lawns; or like drying clothes pinned to a line, flapping in the wind beneath the sunshine. Your job is to arrange these moments into a beautiful or captivating or intriguing display.

Stop thinking of it as your life. Start thinking of it as a story. Your story will be interesting because of how you tell it.
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