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PREFACE

If ever there was a time when the world was in need of good writing—when it was clamoring for clear and convincing prose—that time is now. And that goes for everything from magazine articles to memoirs, short stories to blog columns, novels to screenplays. We’re inundated with misinformation and disinformation, “fake news” bulletins and “alternative facts” (heretofore known as lies) and unending political spin from a bunch of bloviating dopes on TV. The academics are just as bad, turning normal human discourse into minefields across which no mere mortal dare tread. There are stories in literary quarterlies that even I, an English major from a fine old college, cannot begin to figure out and poems so inscrutable they positively scare me. Not to mention the endless proliferation of books that purport to teach anyone to write—I swear, if one more person ever says to me, “Hey, if you can talk, you can write,” my head is going to explode—all of them written by people who can’t write anything but advice for other writers.

So where do I get the nerve to add yet another book on writing to the already groaning shelf? Well, call it hubris, call it the need to unburden myself after a long and reasonably successful run at this, call it the altruistic desire to impart what I’ve learned the hard way after writing over twenty novels and nonfiction books, thousands of articles and essays for major magazines and newspapers, and episodes of popular TV shows that I myself, to be perfectly frank, would never have watched. (If you really feel the need to know more, you can read the About the Author page at the end of this book, where I name names, list credits, and disclose the details of my checkered past, all in an effort to assist my future biographers.)

What I’m not going to try to do in this book is untangle the thorny knots of grammatical construction (“a dependent clause can only take the subjunctive case when preceded by a dangling participle”), nor am I planning to offer a cheerleading session, assuring you that every word you write is a pearl. (Mine aren’t, either.) This is instead a kind of tough love, the distillation of all the rules that professional writers, those of us who do this for what passes for a living, have figured out over the years—the straight and simple rules that address and smooth over the routine difficulties that we all face, whether we’re working on a mystery novel or a movie script, a personality profile or a first-person essay, a magazine piece or an epic poem. Some of these rules, let me warn you, are provocative, controversial, counterintuitive. You may even want to duke it out with me over some of them, and that’s okay, since you don’t know where I live. (I hope.)

But you’ve just got to trust me when I say that these rules have proven themselves over time to be of great, practical use to many writers of all stripes and all abilities. I know that they have been to me.

Which is why I’m calling them—wait for the big reveal—Robert’s Rules of Writing.





RULE 1.

BURN YOUR JOURNAL.

Just about every writing book I know says writing is a muscle that you have to regularly exercise and keep in use, and that if you don’t know what to write, you shouldn’t let that stop you. You should just start keeping a journal and writing down, at random, all your thoughts and ideas.

In my book—this one to be exact—that’s almost always an immense waste of time and paper. The only muscle you’ll be exercise by keeping a journal is your hand, and for that you’d be better off jumping rope.

If you feel like keeping a journal—something that neither you nor anyone else on earth will ever want to read—by all means be my guest.

But if you want to write something that may eventually see the light of day, that a magazine might buy, a publisher publish, or a producer produce, then you’ll have to knock off the journaling and do the grunt work that real writing requires.

Nine out of ten struggling writers get stuck right there. Instead of confronting all the very real problems that any book or article or story poses, they retreat to those blasted journals, on the theory that they’re loosening up their artistic tendons and free-associating their way to fresh ideas.

All they’re really doing is keeping the manufacturers of those fancy blank books, the ones that uselessly clutter up the shelves at your local bookstores, in business.

All too often, writing in a journal is just a stall, a waiting game, a way to tell yourself that you’re working when you’re not, that you’re doing something of value when you’re just using up paper, that you’re a writer when in fact you’re just going through the motions of one. Look at me! I had blank paper in front of me—and now it’s filled with words!

Anyone can do that. Anytime.

The hard part of writing isn’t scribbling words on a page. The hard part is scribbling words that mean something, that make sense, that build a narrative or lay out an argument, that construct a scene or articulate a position. It’s not about how many pages you can cover with ink in a day. In some cases, a good day’s work might be a couple of paragraphs. But if those two paragraphs are right, then they’re a lot more valuable than ten or twenty pages of idle burbling.

Writing takes deliberation and thought, craft and commitment.

If you’re serious about writing, burn the journal, and get to work.





RULE 2.

GET A PEN PAL.

But I don’t want you to think I’m too hard-hearted.

I know what it’s like to be stuck, to have the urgent desire to write, but nothing particular to say just now. That’s usually when those alluring journals come out.

But try this. Instead of writing the stream-of-consciousness twaddle that generally fills those blank pages, try this instead—write a letter, to a friend.

Writing has to have a purpose; it’s meant to communicate something, to someone, and if you’re not ready to write for the general public—many times we’re not—then try writing for a very specific audience—one that you know will be happy to hear from you. (People are so astonished to get letters these days, you might want to send a text in advance to warn them that one is on the way, lest they keel over in shock.) If you must, you could even make your letter an e-mail, but there’s something about the ephemerality of e-mails, or texts and tweets for that matter, that virtually cries out for sloppiness and imprecision. A good, old-fashioned letter, hand-scrawled or printed out on paper, will require you to think before you write, as well as permit you to edit and revise and amend.

All the things, in other words, that honest-to-God writing makes you do!

It’ll also put you in touch with a lot of important things. For one, your ideal audience. Much of the time, writers are stuck because we can’t figure out who we’re writing for, or because we’ve started imagining our audience as an indifferent, even hostile, crowd—a bunch of critics just waiting to take their shot at us. Writing to a friend will remind you that there are nice folks out there, folks you like and who like you back, who would be delighted to hear what you have to say.

Writing a letter can also remind you, in case you’d forgotten, what it is that you actually have to say. Look and see what flows from your flying fingertips, or your scribbling pen. Are you seeking comfort for a broken heart? Are you telling a funny story about the perfectly awful job interview you just went on? Are you ranting about the next-door neighbors who barbecue meats of unknown origin? Whatever it is, that’s what you’re thinking about, that’s what’s on your mind. And, if you wanted to, that’s what you could be writing about for others, too—the dismal job interview could work as a humor piece for a local paper, the cookout kings next door could become characters in a screenplay, the broken romance story might be right for the “Modern Love” column in the New York Times (though the odds of capturing that particular Holy Grail are, I’m told, astronomical. I have the rejection letters—oops, rejection emails—to prove it.)

But because you’re writing now with a purpose and a person in mind—instead of just sprawling all over a journal—you’re paying attention, the way you should, to everything from pace to clarity. You’re writing to interest and even, with any luck, entertain the friend who’s going to receive this letter in a few days. And secretly, you’re looking forward to the reaction your words are going to get.

However limited it may be, writing a letter is a form of publication. Next time you can go after a bigger—and paying—crowd.





RULE 3.

THROW OUT YOUR THESAURUS.

How many times, when you’re telling a story at a party, do you stop dead to search for a bigger, better, or more impressive word than the one you were just about to utter?

Unless you were determined to lose your audience, probably not very often.

So why would you do it when you’re writing?

The best writing is the writing that flows naturally, and without delay or hesitation, from the mind of the writer. It’s writing that appears to have come effortlessly (however much effort actually went into it behind the scenes). It’s writing that sounds like its author—you—and that uses your rhythm, your sensibility, and your vocabulary.

The minute you pick up a thesaurus, you’ve muddied the waters. Into the clear running stream of your prose, you’ve introduced an oil slick. Nothing sticks out in a piece of prose like the words you’ve plucked from those long lists of synonyms, each one more obscure than its predecessor.

Thesaurus words are words you would never use on your own; the fact that you had to resort to the thesaurus just to find them proves it. They aren’t words that come readily to your mind, or that rest comfortably in your working vocabulary. Suddenly, you start sounding pompous, or precious. It’s as if you’ve swapped your customary Hawaiian shirts and shorts for a three-piece suit and a watch fob. If you think people won’t notice the change, think again.

The voice you write in is the voice your reader hears, and, ideally, grows to trust. It’s the voice the reader becomes accustomed to, the one that makes a sort of pact between the two of you. When you stop writing with your own words, the words that you would or could summon up on your own, then you break that pact and you propel the reader out of your world and straight into Mr. Roget’s. It’s no different than if you were writing fiction and you put into a character’s mouth words that the character could never have conjured up on his own. If you wrote about a high fashion editor and had her barking like a short-order cook, or a stevedore sounding like a diplomat, you’d be shaking your reader’s belief not only in the character, but in the entire fictional world that the character inhabits.

Whatever it is you want to say in your work, find a way to say it not in words you’ve borrowed for this special occasion, like some rental tuxedo, but in words you already own, words that are already hanging in your closet. Those are the words that you’ll be most comfortable wearing and that your readers will recognize you in.





RULE 4.

ZIP THE LIP.

Ever notice how, when an interviewer asks an author about his next project, the author gets very evasive. “Oh, I’m just noodling with a couple of things right now,” or “Well, I hate to jinx anything by talking about it too soon.”

Take an important cue from this.

Professional writers know that the more you talk about something you’re planning to write, the less likely it is that you’ll ever write it.

A book is like a steam engine, and the more you talk about it, the more you lower the internal pressure that’s needed to make the thing run. All the energy that should be going back into the book is being squandered in talk and dissipated in the air.

If people do ask what you’re working on these days, it’s perfectly all right to say you’re taking a shot at a murder mystery, a biography, a memoir of your curious years as a button man for the mob, because if you try to dodge the question altogether, you’ll look snooty—“Oh, look at Mr. Fancy Pants here, thinks he’s too smart for the likes of us!”—or just plain rude.

But if you talk too much, you’ll get into trouble. Either you’ll start going on about the subject of your book until your friends are bored to tears—and trust me, they’re bored in three minutes—or, and this is even more dangerous, you’ll go on about it until you begin to get bored yourself. There’s nothing like hearing a story told over and over again to take the zest out of it, for you and everybody else.

In every book you write, there will be things you discover only along the way, points you suddenly want to make, themes that slowly emerge, stories that take surprising turns. But the place to discover these things is on the page, as you write, rather than at some cocktail party where the best you can do is jot something down on a napkin and hope, when you fish the darn thing out of your pocket the next morning, that it isn’t hopelessly smudged and illegible.

Carry the book you’re writing in your imagination, but keep your mouth closed. That way, nothing that belongs to the book will escape—no image will fade from overexposure, no dialogue will become rote, and no shocking twist will lose its full impact. Sealed in its original container—your head—your work will retain all of its freshness and flavor.





RULE 5.

CALL OUT THE THOUGHT POLICE.

If there’s one question successful writers get asked at virtually every public event they attend, it’s “Where do you get your ideas?”—as if they could tell you, “Oh yeah, there’s this great little shop on the corner of Lexington and 23rd. But go early, because the best ideas are gone by ten.”

Oh man, if only there were such a shop. The line would be around the block, and, frankly, I’d be camped out at the head of it.

No, the best place to get ideas—for articles, essays, books, stories, scripts—is much closer to home than that. It’s your own head, if only you’ll learn to pay proper attention to what’s going on in there.

Sure, you can sit down with a legal pad in your lap, shut your eyes, press your hands to your temples, and bid the ideas to come. But that probably works as well as guessing the right lottery numbers. With something as ephemeral as ideas, intense concentration can sometimes prove to be more of an impediment than a help.

Meanwhile, all day long, everyday, great notions are flowing right by you, but just under your radar. Where are they? What are they? They’re in the thoughts you’re thinking as you drive to work, or as you sit on the bus observing your fellow passengers. They’re crossing your mind while you have dinner with friends and somebody says something that makes you laugh. They’re in the tub with you, as you lie back with your head on the cold porcelain rim, and wonder what your colleague really meant by that weird remark at work.

All day long, like a radio that’s never turned off, your mind is broadcasting your interests, your obsessions, your worries, your fears, your deepest concerns, and these are the raw materials from which you will build your most effective work. They’re the things that please and plague you, trouble and tempt you, the things that get your sympathies engaged, your temper aroused, your sense of humor tickled. But because you’re doing something else at the time—because you’re not actually in the working mode—you’re not paying attention, and you’re not giving these thoughts their due.

In fact, half the time you’re trying to banish these thoughts—so what, for instance, if the third girlfriend in a row has just broken up with you for no reason you can discern? You tell yourself to forget about it, and think about something more constructive. Like your stock portfolio. But your thoughts, undoubtedly, keep returning to that sore point. What is it, you wonder, that women really want? Is it even remotely possible that you are doing something wrong? Should you not have suggested that she throw out everything in her closet and replace it all with those catalog items you’d so helpfully flagged with colorful Post-it notes? Was that … insensitive?

Here’s your material, here’s your mother lode. Here’s something you feel strongly about, even if your chief emotion is confusion. And this is where you will find your most successful stories and essays. When you sit at your computer, hell-bent on coming up with some important concept, you are asking for trouble; before you know it, you will be jotting down big themes like “man’s inhumanity to man,” or intractable problems like the proliferation of motorized scooters on our city sidewalks. That’s all fine if you’re on the editorial staff of some newspaper, but for the rest of us, that kind of material is dead on arrival. Killed by noble intentions.

Meanwhile, the stuff you scorn, the quotidian chaff that your mind keeps turning over and over, is where your fortune lies. Let the big themes emerge, if they will, from the everyday questions, the Sturm und Drang of your daily existence, from the stuff with which you are, for good or ill, consumed. Pay attention to what’s playing in your head at any old time of the day, and don’t be so quick to dismiss it. You could be passing over your most fertile ground, the soil from which your best work might, with a little sunshine and water, one day grow.





RULE 6.

DON’T OVERINFLATE THE BALLOON.

Attuning your antenna to the mundane is also a good way to ward off another affliction. The problem is an insidious one, and its seeds are usually sown in high school when a teacher innocently asks “And what does the white whale really stand for?” or “Why does Holden Caulfield dream of being a catcher in a field? And why, specifically, a field of rye?”

The disease is called “symbolitis,” and the further down that road you go, the more confused you and your writing will become.

When we study Literature—and I mean that with the capital L—we learn to comb over the text with a magnifying glass, looking for everything from religious iconography in Steinbeck to the metaphorical meaning of the paint factory in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. We’re looking at everything on the page to see what else it might mean off the page. Is it by chance, or design, that a snake is seen in the swimming hole? Does the protagonist have the initials J.C.—as in Jesus Christ—for a reason? Does the scarlet letter have to be red? Before you know it, you start to think that that’s how writers write—that they start out with some elaborate blueprint of mystical clues and meanings, which they cleverly embed and embroider in a narrative expressly designed and buttressed to carry the extra weight—when in fact they seldom do anything of the kind.

Writers write a story, not a theme. They write about things, not symbols, and characters, not icons. They write dialogue, not polemics. (At least the good ones do.) If symbols and themes emerge from the text, they only do so later on, and in most cases without the author even having been aware of them at the time he or she was writing. I know this is heresy in the eyes of the academic establishment, which sustains itself by foraging for such truffles, but if you ask me, much of what passes for literary analysis is about as reliable as astrology, and reveals a deep incomprehension of the creative act. If you were actually to set out with a symbolic and/or thematic edifice in mind, then you would have been better off becoming an architect than an author. A book is not an Erector Set.

And it isn’t an enemy code, either, which you’d need the Enigma machine to decipher. Without getting too fundamentalist about it, it’s the words, in black ink, on the white page. That’s what you as a reader read, and that’s what you as an author write. If you let things be what they are, and write about them faithfully and true, then you’ve done your job, and maybe, if you’ve done that job profoundly enough, you will have illuminated some greater truth or design. But deliberately trying to invest your work with meta-meanings is the surest route to madness; the more you inflate your writing, the sooner it will pop like a great big empty balloon.





RULE 7.

SKIP THE STARBUCKS.

For many writers, nothing goes better with a laptop than a double café mocha at the closest Starbuck’s—and there are three of them on my street alone, not to mention half a dozen other such establishments, where almost every table is occupied by another earnest scribe.

The theory behind the Starbuck’s School of Writing, to which countless aspiring writers subscribe, is simple—you’ll do your best and most concentrated work when you’re out of the house and losing yourself in a crowded café, surrounded by deafening cappuccino machines, swinging doors, and tiny tables jammed with equally striving strangers.

Of course, the theory is wrong—what you really get out of a trip to Starbucks is a nice caffeine buzz and the heady impression that you’ve been working when in fact you haven’t.

Starbucks is where writers go who want to be seen in the act of creation, who treat writing as if it were some kind of performance art. They want to be admired, they want to be soothed by the ambient noise and the occasional glance from an attractive patron. They want to be asked, What are you working on?, so they can sit back and talk about it.

Or scowl importantly, and say, Sorry, I can’t be disturbed right now.

When, if they really and truly wanted to be undisturbed, they’d stay home in the first place, make a cup of Folger’s instant (for about a quarter), and concentrate.

I know the problem; I know the temptation. Nobody wants to lock himself up in a room and write. Neither do I. Most days I trudge into my office like a guy on a chain gang. It’s lonely in there; I know I’ll have no one to amuse me but me, and what if I can’t come up with anything all that good? Sometimes, at a total loss, I just stare out the window at the guy in the apartment across the way; he’s got a TV the size of a stadium jumbotron—and he likes to watch reruns of The Office, a show I enjoy. Lately, however, I’ve noticed, he’s taken to lowering his blinds.

Still, it’s in my own little office that the actual writing gets done.

In solitude.

In silence.

With no cappuccino machine anywhere in sight.

And no living witnesses to the act of creation.

When I do go to Starbucks—and I’m a sucker for those pumpkin-flavored drinks they serve in the fall—it’s to reward myself for having done a good day’s work. At home.

And instead of bringing my laptop, I carry the New York Times Book Review, so I can check out what the bestselling writers are up to and mutter dark conspiracy theories about how I’ve been unfairly overlooked.





RULE 8.

TAKE THE ZOLOFT.

Legend has it that once, long ago, in a land far far away, there was a writer who wasn’t depressed.

But don’t believe it.

Writing, in case you haven’t yet noticed, can be a very depressing occupation. Not only do you have to sit in that room alone, brooding, you have to stop thinking about all your friends who are out there flirting among their cubicles at work, or hanging out at the old water cooler. (Say, it’s been so long since I was even in an office, have water coolers gone the way of IBM Selectrics, once the apotheosis of writing machines?) If you weren’t depressed when you started, trust me—you will be by the time you’re done.

Now, a lot of people are under the impression that if they mess with their mood, they’ll also mess with their art. Keats was depressed, Plath was depressed (to the point of suicide), Virginia Woolf was depressed (ditto), Hemingway was depressed (ditto again), William Styron was depressed (and wrote a very moving book about it, called Darkness Visible.) Bleakness of spirit is just the price you pay for artistic fulfillment and creativity. Right?

Wrong.

Depression can be crippling, making you unable even to sit at the keyboard or lift the pen, or it can be milder and chronic—what’s called dysthymia—but either way, it’s not helping your art, it’s hurting it. It’s sapping your confidence, disturbing your sleep, laying waste to your energy reserves. It’s not the wellspring of your genius and creativity—it’s the sump pump sucking your happiness and productivity down the drain. True, lots of writers, for time immemorial, have managed to work through it, but at what a terrible cost, to themselves and the people who have to sit down and share a kale smoothie with them in the morning. (Could that kale smoothie be part of the problem?)

Nor is depression all that picturesque. I know, it’s easy to believe that you have to suffer for your art. Aren’t creative types supposed to wear a lot of black and fly into a temper now and then? Aren’t they duty-bound to be prickly and difficult? Not really. While it’s a commonly held impression of the artistic temperament, I defy you to show me the manual that absolutely demands it.

So if you’re in a bad way, take whatever antidepressant your medical professional may have prescribed. Or, and this is even simpler, just get out and see some friends. Catch a movie. Go to a ball game. Don’t fear, as many writers do, that if you start having some fun and enjoying yourself, you’ll somehow take away from your art. You won’t. Your work will get better, you’ll produce even more of it, and your loved ones won’t be quite so sorely tempted to pack their bags and leave you in the dead of night.





RULE 9.

LOSE THE MUSE.

Of all the ways writers find to waste time, waiting for the muse to show up has to be the most common, and fruitless, of them all.

So if you’re waiting for her, too, stop it right now.

The muse—the embodiment of inspiration, usually portrayed as a comely woman loosely draped in a diaphanous gown—is what every writer longs for. (But come to think of it, do women writers dream of hunky Highlander types in loose kilts instead? Just asking.) Once the muse, in whatever guise, does appear, you’re supposed to be able to write effortlessly, at the height of your powers, with an unequalled command and energy and zest.

Must be nice.

As anyone who actually writes on a regular basis can attest, the muse is a very unreliable creature, sometimes showing up at noon, raring to go and sometimes at midnight just when you’re ready to call it a day. And sometimes, no matter how many times you put out an SOS, your muse doesn’t appear at all, return your calls, or come to your door (which you’ve left conveniently unlocked). Simply MIA. Gone without a trace. No forwarding address.

Which is why you cannot build your writing life around a muse’s erratic schedule.

Sometimes, you’ll feel inspired when you sit down to write—and sometimes you won’t. That’s just the way it is. But sit down you must, and write you will—and if there’s one thing every writer learns over time, it’s this: The muse is most effectively summoned by the clicking of your keyboard, or the scratching of your quill pen on parchment. Once you stop worrying about where the muse is, and focus instead on doing the work at hand, you’re most likely to receive a visit. Most of the time, you’ll be so absorbed in your work that you won’t even notice when the muse has slipped into the room. You’ll just keep on writing, your head down, your fingers flying, and only when you finish, and sit back with satisfaction to read over what you’ve done, will it dawn on you that you had company, after all. The evidence is all right there, on the pages in front of you.

The muse may come and go at will, silently and unseen, a phantom of unpredictable habits and mysterious ways. But there is one thing that every writer does get to know about this elusive entity over time—the aroma of hard work draws it like a bear to honey.





RULE 10.

GET ROLLING.

Getting started is, to my mind, the worst part of a writer’s work. Every day it’s like sitting down in a car that’s been left outside in a snowstorm for three days and trying to get the engine to turn over. Press on the gas too gently and the car won’t start, press on it too hard and you flood the engine. Not to mention chipping the ice off the windshield, so you can see where you’re going. Yep, getting underway is a tricky business.

Which is why, for time immemorial, writers have been looking for ways to get around the problem. Ernest Hemingway made it a practice to stop writing somewhere in the middle of a passage that was barreling along really well. His theory was that he could then jump right into that section the next day, pick up the momentum where he’d left off, and keep right on rolling into the virgin territory beyond. The car engine, in his case, was always warm that way.

The English novelist Anthony Trollope was a meticulous craftsman, who had his daily quota, and stuck to it religiously. Every day he produced, I think it was, two thousand words, and if 1,950 of them completed the novel he was working on, then the following fifty were immediately applied to the next book he’d had in mind. For him, the car apparently started every time, without fail, so he hardly needed a method at all.

Philip Roth, according to an interview I once read, wrote a couple of pages a day, then spent the next day revising the last page or so, before plowing on from there. A slower way to start, for sure, but if it worked for Roth, who produced an impressive number of prize-winning books …

Personally, I’ve tried ’em all. Hemingway’s approach is a good idea, but I found it very hard to make myself abandon work, to stop writing and walk away from a scene, just when things were rattling along. If the writing was really flowing, there was no way I was going to stanch or impede it in any way. The time or two that I did try stopping in midstream and returning the next day, it was never quite the same. I always felt it would have been better if I’d simply let ’er rip the day before. Turns out, I’m no Hemingway.
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