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for my teachers, with gratitude






Introduction

Dear Writer,

I’m so glad you’re here. The fact that you’re reading these words tells me something about who you are: someone who loves art. You may be a writer or a teacher. You may be a reader and lover of language. Because you’re here, I suspect we’re kindred spirits. I have a feeling—and I hope I’m right—that you’re the kind of person who pays attention, who approaches others and the world with openness and curiosity, and who finds beauty in unexpected places.

Writer, I like you already.

I believe creativity is our birthright as human beings. Yes, all of us. Creativity is life-changing, and we all deserve that kind of transformation. When you read a poem, or listen to a song, or watch a play, you’re not the same person afterward. You’re slightly rearranged. Your DNA is still the same, your fingerprints are still the same, you look the same in the mirror, but you aren’t exactly who you were. Be careful, I might tell someone when handing them a book or a record, you will be different after this.

Years spent with art are years spent in cocoon after cocoon after cocoon, always emerging changed. Writer, not only do you deserve to be changed in these ways, you need to be.

As I was thinking my way into this book, about how to talk about writing and creativity in a way that makes it accessible for everyone, about the ingredients in the “secret sauce,” I sat down and made a long list on a yellow legal pad. That very long list included curiosity, courage, trust, patience, gumption, awe, confidence, improvisation, faith, fortitude, wholeheartedness, integrity, devotion, sensitivity, discernment, levity, love, and so on. Looking at this unwieldy list, I started winnowing it down, prioritizing the terms that appealed most to me and seemed the most expansive. First I narrowed it to twenty terms, then again to thirteen (my favorite number), and finally to ten principles of creativity: attention, wonder, vision, surprise, play, vulnerability, restlessness, connection, tenacity, and hope.

Is this list definitive and exhaustive? Of course not. There are more ingredients than could ever be named, and we might all label them differently. Each word is like an expandable suitcase, unzipped to pack more and more meaning inside. Inside hope and tenacity are patience, devotion, and fortitude. Inside restlessness are discernment and sensitivity. Inside wonder and surprise are curiosity and awe. Inside play are improvisation and levity. Inside vision and vulnerability are trust, faith, and courage. Inside connection and attention are wholeheartedness, integrity, and love.

Our lives are expandable, endlessly expandable, too. Creativity is the great expander.

In Dear Writer I’ve compiled and collected twenty years of teaching and writing: what I’ve learned and what I’ve taught, but also what I grapple with in my own writing, what I talk to friends about over (preferably spicy) margaritas, and what I think about while spending time with my children or walking my dog. Some of the most important lessons I’ve learned about writing I’ve learned by living.

I teach writing as a practicing artist, the way a swimmer might help someone learn to swim—not from theory, but from getting in the water. You have to do it to learn how to do it. Get in the water, move your arms, and kick your legs. Trust your own buoyancy. And remember to breathe.

In this book you’ll see that I use my own work as examples, to show you my process—how I move my arms and kick my legs—with the full understanding that what works for me might not always work for you. I lean heavily on poetry, because that’s what I’ve studied and taught for most of my life, but also because I believe our thoughts are rooted in poetry—fragments, images, and patterns that grow into something larger. The tools I share are portable; you can carry any of them into fiction, nonfiction, playwriting and screenwriting, even journalism. All of us should be using the framework of poetry as we not only create but live.

I’ll also point you toward some beloved poems, essays, stories, and books that have inspired aspects of my craft, so you can dig in to other texts, too. When I was young, the older kids in our neighborhood sometimes planned scavenger hunts. We’d hop on our bikes, playing cards slipped in the spokes so they’d whir like mopeds, and we’d ride from location to location—garages, mailboxes, notable trees, backyard swing sets—finding clues. (This was the 1980s, and we were obsessed with the film The Goonies.)

As you read, imagine yourself on such a hunt. Maybe you’ll find some texts that mean something to you, or that crack something open for your own creative process. I hope so. But we each have to build our own personal syllabus, as my friend Megan Stielstra says. As you read this book, I want you to collect texts and tools that work for you.

Dear Writer is full of pep talks, craft tips, writing prompts, and revision strategies inspired by these ten principles of creativity. You can apply them to art-making—if you’re a writer, or a painter, or a filmmaker, or a musician. But I’ve found that anything that applies to writing also applies to life. Problem-solving is a creative act. Conversations are creative. Parenting is creative. Falling in love, leaving your job, changing your mind—all creative acts.

Creativity isn’t just about making art. Making your life is the ultimate creative act.

I believe creativity is contagious, and when we put some of that into the world, it gets passed from person to person. Nothing that any of us makes or achieves happens without community. Period. We need each other. I hope you’re here because you know that embracing creativity will help you live a richer, more fulfilling, more connected life.

If so, you’re in the right place. Welcome. Now get in, trust your own buoyancy, and remember to breathe.
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Attention

Dear Writer,

Attention is a form of love. I know this as a parent, a friend, a teacher—what we turn our gaze to feels that warmth and light. What we dedicate ourselves to feels cherished, and, conversely, what we ignore feels slighted, neglected, devalued.

This essential part of creativity requires no pen, no paper, no paints, no canvas, no nothing—only your awareness. Your hands can be empty, but your mind should be open.

If you love the world, give it the gift of your attention.

And if you don’t love the world, I wonder: Why are you making art?

I can’t think of anything more important for a writer or artist than to be a sensitive, finely tuned instrument in the world. In the words of the photographer Walker Evans: “Stare, pry, listen, eavesdrop. Die knowing something. You are not here long.” Keep your antennae raised. We need you to be all in. Not only writing but living requires us to slow down and tune in—to listen, watch, touch, smell, taste, experience. Life’s everyday activities create static—a constant hum of responsibility, news, reminders, encounters—and our work is to dial past that static to hear the quiet voice inside us. Some artists call this voice “the muse”; you can call it whatever you like.

For writers, the quiet voice inside might whisper a line of a poem, or bit of description, or a snippet of dialogue for a novel or play. But that voice has things to tell us about our lives, too, if we tune in and listen carefully: Slow down. Reach out. Apologize. Hold on. Let go.

Writer, I don’t have to tell you that the world is a complicated place, full of both beauty and horror. You know this as well as I do. But even when the world lets me down, even when it isn’t what I want it to be, I find things to love and to be grateful for.

My kids and I do our best to focus on beauty in our house. It’s not unusual to hear one of us shout, “Beauty emergency!” A beauty emergency is what we call something that stops you in your tracks, something you have to look at right away, before it’s gone. It might be a fiery pink-and-orange sunrise, or an albino squirrel in the sycamore tree, or snowflakes that seem to be falling in slow motion. If you take your time getting to the window, the sunrise might be pale peach by then, the white squirrel might be gone, the snow turned to sleet.

It’s not unusual to see us all standing in the backyard in our pajamas, taking pictures. On walks we collect feathers, acorns, stones. We point out birds’ nests with gift-wrap ribbon woven into them, or caterpillar eggs in braille-like patterns on the backs of leaves, or peeled sycamore bark in the shape of a heart. It’s all there right in front of us if we only look.

As Rae Armantrout said, “My best advice is the advice they give kids at a crosswalk: stop, look, and listen.” So many of my poems were made possible only because I took the time to look at my surroundings, listen to the wind and the birds, touch leaves to know their textures, breathe deeply to describe what the autumn air smelled like. Being sensitive, attuned, observant—these things don’t just improve your writing, they improve your life.

Life is a one-off, as far as we know. This is it. And the one-time-only-ness of life makes it one big beauty emergency—astonishing and temporary. Look. Listen. Lean in. Right now. Pay attention.
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ON WRITING HABITS

When I say that attention is a form of love, I’m also saying that attention is about devotion and commitment. “Paying attention” is a metaphor in itself: attention a form of currency we pay to things we value. We pay with our time, our energy, our selves. Any artistic practice requires this kind of investment.

Let me say it up front: I’m always writing, but I do not sit down to write every day.

Let me also admit: When I hear or read another writer advise a writing schedule, I roll my eyes. Sometimes, in the interest of playing well with others, I have to roll them in my mind only.

It strikes me as a privileged suggestion—and, yes, one that ignores women’s realities in particular—to assume that one has the time, space, and multiple supports available to make a daily writing practice realistic. When my children were very young, I was rarely left alone long enough to wash my hair without a small human talking to me on the other side of the shower curtain—“Mom, think up an animal and I’ll try to guess what it is!”—so the idea of carving out enough time for sustained thought was, well, you get the picture.

But I have never been a daily writer, not even before children and the demands of adulthood. Even when I had the time and space to write every day, I did not. Yes, there are some exceptions—working on a specific project with a deadline, working on a commissioned piece—but one of the most liberating aspects of writing poems is also one of the saddest aspects of writing poems: one cannot make a living at writing poems. This is true for most people writing in any genre, really. One might make a living by teaching writing, speaking about writing, and editing other people’s work, but most writers don’t support themselves with writing alone. And if one cannot make a living at writing, then writing is freed from the responsibility of supporting us. We choose to do it anyway.

Maybe you don’t write every day either, and you feel a little bad about that. Maybe you’ve heard or read that “real writers” sit down at the same time every day and write for a specific amount of time, or write a specific number of words, before they stop. Don’t get me wrong, I love the idea of writing every day—whether it’s morning pages, or journaling, or just getting a messy draft done. I love the idea, but I don’t do it myself, and I try not to feel guilty about that. What if you’re working multiple jobs, caregiving for children or aging parents, or commuting long distances for work or school?

When I do write, I’m not picky about where or when. I tend to think best in the morning and late at night, but if mid-afternoon is the only open time that day, I can work with that. I usually write longhand first, in a notebook (blank, dotted, lined) or on a legal pad. If I don’t have paper handy, I might type notes into my phone or record myself talking so that I don’t lose the language or the idea.

These days I try to write when my children are at school, and I’ve found it’s best not to be too finicky about the conditions. I like to listen to music when I write, but I don’t have to. I like to work outside in the fresh air, but I don’t have to. I like to work in public—at a coffee shop, ideally—but I don’t have to. I write when I can, as I can, and when it doesn’t feel right to me, I find something else to do in service of my writing every day. That might mean revising an existing piece, or submitting work to a journal, or chipping away at a book proposal, or doing research. Thinking is part of the writing process. Yes, thinking counts.

Real talk: Sometimes we’re writing on deadline. Sometimes we have to write today, or tomorrow, or the next day because we have an essay or a story due. Sometimes we have to write despite competing demands because writing helps pay our mortgage, our rent, our health insurance, our kids’ tuition. The page awaits. I think of it like cooking: I’d prefer to menu plan and take my time to prepare a multicourse meal on my own timeline, but if pressed, I can get a meal on the table pretty quickly. It’ll taste good, too. When you have the tools, you’re able to work quickly and make magic happen in the time you have.

If I don’t have a deadline looming or a specific project I’m immersed in, I make it my business to give myself space. Openness. As in: a couple of hours where I don’t answer emails or run errands. Maybe during that time I read a little bit of a book, which always tends to spur an idea. Or I take a long walk and just try to notice as much as possible about that sensory experience: the light, the air, the sounds. Some of my best ideas are born when I’m moving—walking or driving—so I try to be prepared. I’ll take some quick notes on my phone or jot them down on paper if I’m carrying a little notebook with me. When a metaphor, phrase, or idea comes to me, I don’t know if it’s going to make its way into a poem or an essay, for example. I don’t find that tapping into inspiration is genre-specific. That glimmering idea just wants to become something; I don’t think it cares what.

As I jot down ideas, not knowing what I might do with them later, I think of it as present me doing future me a solid. But sometimes present me needs to do present me a different kind of solid. I might take care of myself in ways seemingly unrelated to my creative work—by spending time with friends, or getting exercise, or watching a film I’ve been wanting to see. No matter what I’m doing, I’m thinking and experiencing. I’m making connections. Inspiration can strike at the unlikeliest of times.

Taking care of yourself is taking care of your creativity. Taking care of yourself as a whole human being is taking care of the writer in you.

But if you still have that “you should be writing every day” voice in your ear, do it! Write every day if you can. If you’re someone who benefits from ritual—same time, same place, same beverage, same music—then lean into that! But if you can’t work in such a regular way, for whatever reason—whether you’re feeling depleted or uninspired, or life’s rhythms and demands aren’t conducive to it right now—I’m inviting you to try this instead: Commit to doing at least one thing in service of your writing every day.

This one thing can be a small thing. You might scrawl some notes in a notebook or revise an existing piece. You might chip away at a book proposal. You might research journals or presses, query an agent, or submit work. You might request books at your local library for a project or do some background reading. Yes, reading counts. Thinking counts. And since I find that I do some of my best thinking in the shower, yes, showering counts, too.

Or you might give yourself space—to think, to dream, to take a long noticing walk, to make connections, to pay attention.






ON INSPIRATION

You’re told to expect—what? A fluttering? The sensation of popcorn popping? The first time I felt my daughter move inside me—“quickening,” it’s called—it was a small tapping, like a single fingertip. Like a child might tap on aquarium glass, watching the fish flash by, trying to get their attention. Hello? Hello?

To me, this is what an idea feels like when it arrives. It taps lightly. Hello? It could be anything—a line, a metaphor, a memory that wants to be freed of itself. I feel its small tapping, but I feel it in the mind, which is everywhere. It’s not in the body, not really. Sometimes it brings me to tears, that single finger on the aquarium glass of my mind, because it is there. With an idea, as with a baby—the feeling is part relief, part wonder. Yes, I’d call it joy.

When I’m writing, or settling in to write, I have a far-off look. I know this because my friend Wendy captured it in a photograph. In the picture, I’m sitting on a train somewhere in Montana, holding a pen, a notebook in my lap. I’m looking out the window, but there doesn’t need to be a window. I’m not looking, I’m listening. I can see it in my face, how closely I’m listening for the voice of the mind. Of my mind.

You can’t force a poem, but I think you can prepare for one. Preparing for a poem requires being open and porous versus closed; hopeful and expectant versus cynical. You can prepare by keeping your antennae raised—being open to sparks and connections. When words begin to gather around an idea and gravitate toward one another, as if magnetized, that feels as close to a miracle as anything I’ve experienced.

Most of my poems are driven first and foremost by a phrase or an observation. I hear a phrase—that’s my mind’s voice speaking—or I may notice something while on a walk or while driving: a bird’s call, an overheard snippet of dialogue, the texture of the clouds, or the shifting of a tree’s shadow on pavement. I may read an article or listen to a story on the radio that sparks my imagination. I may see a painting in a museum or hear a piece of music that sets me off on a path toward a poem. I think Hedda Sterne might have said it best: “I see myself as a well-working lens, a perceiver of something that exists independently of me: don’t look at me, look at what I’ve found.”

Piecemeal is, in a word, how I’d describe my writing process. I’ve been known to scrawl ideas on receipts, napkins, even checks in a checkbook—whatever I have handy. I tend to work by accruing smaller bits to eventually make a whole. When I see a cloud formation or hear car tires on a rainy street, I immediately and instinctively try to access the language I need to write about it.

If you’re a writer, you know what I mean: There’s the you that lives, and the you that chronicles the life. The closer they are, the better, but I suspect they can never be flush, a perfect overlay. It’s a loss and a gift, I think, that separation that makes the writing possible. It’s a loss and a gift that part of me stands a little bit outside of every experience, grasping for words.

I may write down a line, image, or metaphor that comes to mind, and often I set it aside. I may come back to it later and try to build on it, or I may jot down something else later and then realize that it wants to be in conversation with that earlier idea.

The process for every project—prose or poetry, writing for adults or for children—is different, and your process might look different from mine. With Keep Moving, for example, I didn’t even know I was writing a book! I wrote notes-to-self each day for months and posted them on social media, before readers and followers suggested they should be compiled in a book. With my memoir, You Could Make This Place Beautiful, I wrote the vignettes one by one and later assembled them into a structure that felt intuitively right to me.

This has pretty much been my process all along: one poem at a time, piece by piece. The language comes first, often one line or image at a time, and I follow it to see where it might lead idea-wise.

Here are the first notebook scribblings that later became the poem “How Dark the Beginning.”
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Here is the final version of the poem:


How Dark the Beginning

All we ever talk of is light—

let there be light, there was light then,

good light—but what I consider

dawn is darker than all that.

So many hours between the day

receding and what we recognize

as morning, the sun cresting

like a wave that won’t break

over us—as if light were protective,

as if no hearts were flayed,

no bodies broken on a day

like today. In any film,

the sunrise tells us everything

will be all right. Danger wouldn’t

dare show up now, dragging

its shadow across the screen.

We talk so much of light, please

let me speak on behalf

of the good dark. Let us

talk more of how dark

the beginning of a day is.



The final version of the poem uses some of those initial piecemeal notes—the last sentence, the quotes from the Bible, and the simile of the wave—but the movement of the poem, the stanza shape, the line length, the use of enjambment, all of that came later. It’s a bit like rolling a snowball down a hill: one idea leads to the next; one image or metaphor leads to another. Part of what I’m generating when I draft is momentum.

Although my work has changed over time, the act of writing feels no different to me than it did five or ten or twenty years ago. I’m still gathering, still collecting, still trying to make a garment from these scraps. The pleasure in the writing is the surprise—having no idea what you’re making as you’re making it. There’s no pattern, no template. I write longhand until a poem begins to take shape—what William Carlos Williams called “a small (or large) machine made of words”—and then I move over to the computer.

There’s something deeply satisfying about making one of these machines made of words—choosing the tools and raw materials, planning how everything will work together, tinkering with it to make it run faster or more smoothly, whatever the case may be, and finally seeing it work.

When I draft, I’m trying not to think about what the poems are “doing” as a group yet, or what they have in common that might justify calling them a book, because I don’t want to scare them away with reductive thinking. My hope is always that the new work feels at the same time like a natural continuation of the last book and a departure from it.

For me, the most important thing is to stay open and avoid self-censorship. Judgment comes in when I begin to revise and edit a poem, but I don’t want to be filtering things out or second-guessing myself as I compose. I think it’s important to stay open and get it all down first.

May the poems keep coming to meet me in the clearing, and may I not scare them back into the woods.




ON SENSORY DETAIL

I’ve been thinking that sometimes unlearning is as important as learning. What have we been told about writing or creativity that is actually holding us back, making it harder instead of easier? One of the most pervasive myths about writing is that specificity is limiting. It’s just the opposite. You might think that a poem about love or truth or freedom—a large abstraction—would reach more people if it were written with universality in mind. But if your goal is to speak to everyone, and to remove particulars from the piece because others may not relate to them personally, what you’ll end up with is a watered-down, generic piece of writing.

It is always the case that the pieces of a poem, essay, or book that are most personal and specific to me and my point of view are the pieces that readers attach to the most. Specifics are “sticky.” They’re like little burrs that attach to the reader and hold on. Don’t we all carry images, lines, snippets of dialogue, and bits of description from books we’ve read? Some memorable details have lived in my head for decades, even though the characters’ names, plot points, poem titles, or even authors’ names may have long ago left me.

Creating sensory imagery is a big part of our work as writers. An image is a detail that’s grounded in sensory experience; it conjures something tangible, something concrete, in the mind’s eye. Too often in writing we default to visual imagery only. We describe what we see, but we tend to neglect sound, scent, taste, and touch. Although visual imagery may be the default, consider your full range of senses when you’re bringing to life a setting or experience.


	
Visual imagery describes what you can see, such as size, shape, and color.

	
Auditory imagery describes what you can hear.

	
Gustatory imagery describes what you can taste, including flavors and textures.

	
Olfactory imagery describes what you can smell.

	
Tactile imagery describes what you can feel, such as texture and temperature. Related to tactile imagery is kinesthetic imagery, which describes the feeling of movement.



No, this isn’t a checklist. Not every piece of writing needs to engage with all of the senses. There’s no imagery quota. But remember: Sensory imagery is what makes the reader feel like they’re there, so don’t skimp on it.

Take a walk or a drive. Book a window seat on a plane. Sit outside—in your backyard, on a park bench, at a café. Or make sure your writing desk (or reading chair) is next to a window with an appealing view. Take notes as you move through your day, or imagine what the speaker, narrator, or character might hear, smell, taste, or touch: the birds chittering, the dogs barking, the cars shushing on rainy streets; the wind moving in the trees, the ice cracking on the river, the airplanes loudly chalking lines across the sky; the smoke of burning leaves, the scent of the neighbor’s lilacs, the sweetness of a peach straight from the tree.

“Come to your senses,” as the idiom suggests, and help us come to ours.

Another problematic myth about writing is that it comes from novelty. If we want to write, we need to have new material, right? If we have a new experience, an adventure of some kind, then we’ll have a story to tell or a new image to present. While travel encourages me to see with new eyes—a jarring dislocation usually heightens awareness—seeing anew can happen anywhere. I think about Thoreau, who walked almost every day for years in the same vicinity, and who wrote, “Two or three hours’ walking will carry me to as strange a country as I expect ever to see.” You don’t need to be someplace new to see—or hear, or taste, or smell, or feel—something new.

Part of what I need to do to make a familiar place interesting is to never let it be the same place. That means trying to see or hear things that I didn’t see or hear the day before. I used to ask my children, “What does that bird sound like to you? What does that tree look like to you? Have you noticed the way your shadow looks today—and look at my shadow touching your shadow.”

My poem “First Fall” was inspired by my walks in our neighborhood with my newborn daughter.


First Fall

I’m your guide here. In the evening-dark

morning streets, I point and name.

Look, the sycamores, their mottled,

paint-by-number bark. Look, the leaves

rusting and crisping at the edges.

I walk through Schiller Park with you

on my chest. Stars smolder well

into daylight. Look, the pond, the ducks,

the dogs paddling after their prized sticks.

Fall is when the only things you know

because I’ve named them

begin to end. Soon I’ll have another

season to offer you: frost soft

on the window and a porthole

sighed there, ice sleeving the bare

gray branches. The first time you see

something die, you won’t know it might

come back. I’m desperate for you

to love the world because I brought you here.



“Look,” the speaker says to the child, and the sensory imagery is primarily related to sight and touch: the peeling tree bark, the autumn leaves, the cold frost on the windowpane melted by warm breath, the imagined ice that will soon encase the tree branches. In this poem, the speaker introduces the child to the world by acting as a tour guide, and by extension becomes a tour guide for the reader. “Look” is repeated as a command three times. In other words: pay attention.

That is your job as a writer. As you move through places familiar and unfamiliar, try to see with fresh eyes. Listen closely, breathe deeply, and don’t be shy about reaching out and touching things: the rough wood of a fence post, the crumbling brick of an old wall, a velvety magnolia bud not yet opened. Make this world new for yourself and, in turn, for the reader. Be greedy for experience. Take it all in—all of it, again and again, because imagination is inexhaustible—and then tell us about it. Transport us there. Invite us in.
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