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Writing is a labor, shot through with delight.


—Scott Russell Sanders





PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION



I am a reader and following from that, a writer. So to be able to contribute this work to other writers and to those who want to write is a privilege for which I am profoundly grateful.


I shaped the original pages of The Writer’s Portable Mentor for fifteen years, using the evolving manuscript in my writing classes. I did (and still do) the exercises many times over in relation to my own works in progress. Let’s say I am on intimate terms with its alchemical effects. And I’ve had the gratification of witnessing other writers blossom under its aegis.


So why a second edition? I’m in excellent health and not so very old, but I want The Writer’s Portable Mentor to live on beyond me. The venerable University of New Mexico Press, with its stunningly competent staff (as I learned when the press published my book of poems) makes a perfect home for the second edition of The Writer’s Portable Mentor.


For the second edition I wanted to switch most of the model sentences, paragraphs, and pieces, to replace them with new ones. Why, since I adore the models in the first edition? Partly for selfish reasons. I felt greedy for a fresh palette, a novel cuisine, a new wardrobe. And I fancy that devotees of the first edition will relish these new goodies as well. It’s my hope that old and new readers alike will find these models as revelatory as I have.


The replacement process required an intense year of reading, for my practice is to read all of any work from which I pick out a sentence or paragraph. Reading is what I do, but this year’s marathon has been a benison. How could I possibly thank all the authors, past and present, who have—through their literary works—given such richness to our culture and to our lives? And by literary I am not referring to some genre but to artists ranging from crime writer James Ellroy to poets Mary Oliver and Gwendolyn Brooks to novelists Annie Proulx and Viet Thanh Nguyen to classic giants like James Baldwin. The novels, stories, essays, and poems by these and other writers have been my mentors, my teachers, my tutors, my taskmasters. I am forever in their debt.


Other changes in The Writer’s Portable Mentor reflect changes in the world of reading, writing, and publishing that have occurred since the first edition appeared in 2010. This includes everything from the number of words in an average-length short story to reflections on the decision on whether or not to self-publish to the findings of neuro-science on what our brain does while we write by hand versus what it does while we tap keys.


To those I thanked in the first edition: I must thank you again—all of you. My workshop, including writers and visual artists, began some twenty-seven years ago and is still going strong. I am grateful to Jack Remick, M. Anne Sweet, Geri Gale, Gordon Wood, Sadato Hosoda, and Anna Bálint. The folks at HistoryLink.org, the online encyclopedia of Washington state history, have kept on keeping the faith that comprehending the past will help us to shape a future we will want to live in.


I am grateful to Sharon Oard Warner, novelist and longtime founder/director of the Taos Summer Writer’s Conference, for providing me with the opportunity to teach prose style in Taos and Santa Fe every summer for close to a decade. I am grateful to Hugo House—Seattle’s center for writers—for creating such a warm and stimulating community in which we writers can write and teach and learn and perform and listen.


I must thank the team that coalesced around creating the first edition of The Writer’s Portable Mentor. We have remained a team, evolving into one whose purpose is mutual aid and support for the endeavor of getting our works out into the world. Thank you to Andrea Lewis, Susan Knox, and Waverly Fitzgerald. I am grateful to Ms. James Kessler whose hard work and competence as editorial assistant has been invaluable to this book. I am grateful to Scott Driscoll, Kate True-blood, Laura Kalpakian, and Maya Sonenberg for good advice and kind support. I could not do without my loyal but critical first readers including my dear friend Bethany Reid, my sister Pamela O. Long, and brother-in-law Bob Korn. Great thanks to Liz Long, David Messerschmidt, and Jay Schlechter, without whom I would be a mess.


Lastly I am grateful to Elise McHugh and the staff at University of New Mexico Press, for taking on The Writer’s Portable Mentor with love and enthusiasm and for making it their own. Thank you.





INTRODUCTION



A Writer’s Practice


For writers dedicated to their craft, learning the craft never ends. Yet the pleasure in it deepens as we achieve, upon occasion, a virtuoso sentence, a virtuoso page of writing. This book is for writers who strive for virtuosity. It is designed to mentor you, first, in practices that catalyze productivity—for basic productivity underlies everything else. And second, in craft moves that will aid you in your quest to deepen the work and carry it forward.


I wrote and rewrote The Writer’s Portable Mentor during years of teaching both apprentice writers and writers who are seasoned and quite well-published but who want to deepen their skills and extend their range. It is for you if your goal as a writer is to develop faster, become more skilled, or go in new directions. My goal is to help you realize beautiful and accomplished works on a regular basis and to get them out into the world. The Writer’s Portable Mentor is particularly oriented toward writers of creative nonfiction (or, as some prefer, literary nonfiction) and short stories. But poets, novelists, and magazine writers may profitably thumb it for the reason that a well-stocked toolbox of craft strategies and creative approaches can be taken into any genre or form.


And we writers do proliferate forms. Some of our best essayists are poets; our best poets write novels upon occasion. Creative nonfictions use the techniques of fiction, and in the world of literary culture, hybrid forms are rampant. The best magazine writers play words as if they were notes, just as poets do. The best essayists can out-jump-cut the best short-story writers: film has entranced us all. And so it goes.


I am a writer in several of these genres: poetry, creative nonfiction, fiction, and essay, including history and science. My own history has been to cross genres: my poet’s ear gets into my prose, and subject matters mutate from poem to paragraph.


The Writer’s Portable Mentor is here to guide you through six areas of vital concern to the practicing writer:


basic productivity


language work


training in observation


grasping and employing deep story structures


developing sophisticated (rather than habitual) sentencing skills


the regular practice of completing works and publishing them


Here’s what you can expect from each of these areas:


Basic Productivity. Creative work is, first of all, work. The artist, wrote Katherine Anne Porter, “must roll up his sleeves and get to work like a bricklayer.”* We writers commit to a work process—a daily work process—without any guarantee of artistic or commercial success (except of course we expect to be paid for commissioned work). Creativity studies have shown that high-achieving creators produce not only more masterworks than do average creators, but also more duds.† Even Picasso produced duds. In other words, high-achieving creators produce more. They have learned how to work. This interesting fact should encourage us to give priority to the daily work habit and to push away anxieties about whether or not this piece will be any good.


But the more skilled we become at our craft, the better we get at realizing works—completing them and making them good. “Nothing we create,” writes the novelist Walter Mosley, “is art at first. It is simply a collection of notions that may never be understood. Returning every day thickens the atmosphere. Images appear. Connections are made.”‡


The Writer’s Portable Mentor utilizes timed writing in a notebook—called writing practice or discovery writing—to guarantee productivity. In this practice, developed by Natalie Goldberg in Writing Down the Bones and by Peter Elbow in Writing Without Teachers, the writer writes continuously without stopping for an amount of time (five minutes, ten minutes, a half-hour) set on a timer. Writing practice can be used to observe, to question a character (“What do you want?”), to write a scene, to conceptualize the next step or the next work, to write a character’s backstory, to write from the point of view of a non-point-of-view character (to discover how this character actually views the situation rather than just faking his or her dialogue lines), to uncover memories, to write the entire draft of a book review, essay, or chapter. And despite how wired we all are, there are good reasons—from lack of distractibility to how much more of our brain we use when writing by hand versus tapping keys—to keep using (or start using) an old-fashioned writer’s notebook along with our computer.


Language Work. If you love literature, if you aspire to art, then the clay you work is language. The Writer’s Portable Mentor contains practices that will get you nearer to language and help you gather more language to work with. This is not about strutting big words, but about working with clicks and knocks (sound), pewter and copper (color), the vowel scale. To work with language is to make like Adam and put a name on a thing. Is that a tree or is it a black walnut tree? To work with language is to reach back in time to get a word root, to thus deepen the felt layers of meaning. A flagrant violation (from Latin flagrare, to burn) has fire in it. It is a conspicuous violation—it burns brightly. Feeling the heat of the old fire burning inside flagrant, we can then start to play with the word. Something flagrant is neither subtle nor hidden nor moderate. It may be hot; surely it is not frozen. We might speak of flagrant red hair or a flagrant display of hubris in launching a rogue war, but flagrant ice cream is oxymoronic and a flagrant bonfire is redundant. Just so, mellifluous (L. mell, honey; flowing) has honey in it. We writers collect words. We work with sound. We repeat words as if they were notes. We look up the root, and then, given the word’s ancient meaning, we play.


Training in Observation. Visual artists train themselves to see by drawing whatever is in front of their eyes. Some visual artists, including abstract painters not known for drawing, draw for years and years. As writers we can likewise train ourselves to see by writing whatever is in front of our eyes. The Here and Now assignment, in which you sit and write what your sense organs receive, without opinion or comment, comes to us from the visual arts. It can be used to observe a street, a person, a river, a jazz band. Other observation exercises in The Writer’s Portable Mentor, such as Observing Gesture, are variations of the Here and Now assignment.


Good writing incorporates acute observation. It renders concrete detail in place of received opinion and general language. Good writers can become better writers by training themselves in observation as visual artists do.


Deep Story Structure. There’s a dynamic—a dialectic if you will—between writing freely and continuously in your writing-practice notebook to discover what it is you have to say and writing into a specific structure (a dramatic narrative structure, say, or a twenty-part collage) to create a finished piece. You want that structure, even though you may be clueless as to what it will be when you begin. (Alternatively, you can assign yourself a given structure, much as a poet assigns himself or herself to write a sonnet. Prose can be as formal as poetry. If you begin with a given form, then the job is to find among your own concerns the content that feels right for that form.)


But let’s say you know what you want to write, but you don’t know how to shape it. To write without a structure is to be lost in the woods. It’s okay to be lost, but not for long. The skilled, prolific, professional writers among us are writing into structures. That is the way to save yourself from years of frustration.


The Writer’s Portable Mentor explores four different “story structures” (applicable to short fictions and nonfictions) including the dramatic story structure. This dramatic structure is still common and many professional writers spend their careers exploring its protean possibilities. But in our era, other structures are also proliferating. Here we take a look at three other structures: the theme structure, the collage structure, and the A/B (two-strand) structure. Beyond these specific forms, we strategize on how to go about structuring anything you might be writing, from essay to cookbook to memoir to novel.


I myself love to work on assignment. I complete the assignments I give to my classes, which comprise adult writers, and hand in my homework to class members as they hand in their homework to me. Often, in the Advanced Short Forms Seminar, these are structure assignments: write a collage, write a story using the dramatic structure employed by Steve Almond in his short story “A Dream of Sleep,” write a one- sentence story that is one thousand words long. One way to advance the project of creating a body of work is to take each suggested structure as an assignment, perhaps putting each form to use two or three times. But note this: the word assignment does not mean doing a piece for practice. We do our assignment (and do get our practice). Then we go on to revise the piece, send it out, and ultimately see it published.


Sentencing Skills. Consciously shaping sentences to reflect and intensify their meanings is a high skill that most of us could stand to further hone. The great writers have mastered the sentence forms—simple, compound, compound-complex—and use them fluidly. I am thinking of William H. Gass and Maya Angelou. I am thinking of Cormac McCarthy. I am thinking of Mary Oliver and John Berger and James Baldwin. I am thinking of Robert Bringhurst.


This work is about manipulating the form of the sentence so that it both says what it means and performs, incorporates, or enacts its meaning. Here a nasty fight takes place in a boxing ring. As the boxers jab, so the sentence jabs:


They charge. Their heads jab like boxing-gloves. They kick and spit and bite.


(Jean Toomer, Cane, 67)


What difference does syntax make? Who cares whether you use a fragment or a simple sentence or a compound sentence? The answer is that a sentence emits a feel that derives in part from its structure. Consider this compound sentence from the Book of Psalms:


The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.


(Psalm 23)


To my ear the biblical sentence (like those found in the sacred writings of many faiths) carries a kind of solemn authority. What is the craft technique behind this solemn authority? It is, I believe, the form of the compound sentence.


The process of composing sentences consciously tends to begin slowly, involve a few frustrating moments, and become increasingly pleasurable—even gratifying—as you see your work gain in muscle and clarity.


Completing Works and Publishing Them. At a certain point, beginning to publish is an essential component of doing creative work. And that means sending it out, exposing it. We all get rejections. But work never sent out is never finished. Hidden from the world, it remains safely (and sadly) on the writer’s shelf. There are strategies and values that inform the process of putting work into the world. The last section of The Writer’s Portable Mentor considers effective practices toward becoming a published, visible writer, a writer whose work takes its place in the world.


Throughout all this work, our core strategy, our quintessential tool, is to learn craft from models of virtuoso writing. We read because we are readers, but we reread because we are writers. We scrutinize sentences, beginnings, deep structures, ways of bringing characters onstage. Robert Louis Stevenson said, “I have played the sedulous ape to Hazlitt, to Lamb, to Wordsworth, to Sir Thomas Browne, to Defoe, to Baudelaire, and to Obermann. . . . That, like it or not, is the way to learn to write.”* In this way we keep learning, down through all our years of writing. Our best teachers are the masterworks we scrutinize.


But what, you may ask, is the difference between this and plagiarism? Particularly because we are looking so closely at models, it’s important to be excruciatingly conscious of acquiring technique while leaving alone image, word, and idea. I may write using a compound sentence (a form, a deep structure), but I may not use your compound sentence. I may read Tom Andrews’s masterpiece seventy-six-part collage titled “Codeine Diary,” and thus inspired, set out to write one myself. I will look closely at how he carries forward in chronological order a single childhood story, intermixed with hospital and dirt-bike experiences.


But in my writing, I will not use any word or phrase or idea appearing in his work. His work is my teacher for the moment, but the subject matter I choose to do my work in will be worlds away. And in the end, my collage may well end up with forty parts or with eighty-three parts because it will begin to exert its own demands.


Will constant close reading weaken or sabotage your own voice? Only if you read one or two writers exclusively and try to write like them all the time. “Raymond Carver” voices were common during the 1980s. But these Carver imitators did not love Colette (an opposite sort of voice). They were reading Carver and not reading Maya Angelou. Not to mention not reading Alice Adams, Tobias Wolff, or Jean Rhys. No matter what your own aesthetic, whether minimal or maximal, whether spare or lush, or some of each, it helps to read beyond it into other aesthetics and even to dabble in other aesthetics in your own writing.


To develop our own voice, we write truthfully, and in detail. We strive for extreme accuracy. We use our own material, whatever we discover that to be. We write about whatever is central to who we are in this world. We work out our own thoughts in our own words, not to please, not to impress, but to discover what it is that we have to say.


From models we take strategy, structure, and technique. The fact that we are working our own most urgent material acts as counterweight to the model and ultimately allows us to pull it away altogether, with only scents or hints of the model extant in the new work.


Writing is hard work, but the more you sink into it, the more pleasurable it becomes. The more absorbing it becomes. Yes, there are times of frustration. Perhaps the essay you are working on refuses to lie down. Perhaps twenty publishers have rejected your memoir. Perhaps your novel has bogged down and you’re clueless how to finish it. Ambition is always fraught with anxiety. But the more you work along, steady as a gardener or a baker or a cake decorator, the more writing repays you. It takes on its own life. It’s a way of looking at the world, a way of living in the world. On some days—despite all the talk of sweating bullets and opening veins—it becomes its own kind of happiness.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



If you are like me, you will read the last chapter first. Then you will read the acknowledgments, then maybe chapter 3. This is the way to begin. But after reading The Writer’s Portable Mentor in whatever order suits you, you may feel a bit overwhelmed. There’s a lot here.


I suggest first rereading chapter 1 and taking it to heart: basic productivity underlies everything else. Then take the chapters one by one. Actually do the exercises! Actually begin doing the Here and Now practice. Actually begin your Lexicon. Actually write that list of ten compound sentences.


But—and this is crucial—do every exercise in relation to some piece you are working on. Don’t just make up sentences on the fly, out of your head. Instead, in your writer’s notebook, write out a paragraph from the piece you are working on as it currently exists. This is your “before” paragraph. Then work the paragraph, using whatever craft technique you are currently deepening (as well as any others). When you get an “after” paragraph you like, type it back into the piece.


Work on sentences the same way. Compose your list of ten sentences using, say, the adverbial clause of manner. Shape every one from the material in your piece. Make your sentences not just formally correct, as if you were taking some sort of remedial English class, but as dazzling as the model sentences you are looking at. Then fit some of these recast sentences back into the piece you are working on.


Actually doing the exercises is what will move your craft skill up to the next level. Keep in mind that it will take time to develop your ear to make a move new to you sound right. Read your new passages out loud and work on them until they sound good to your ear. No matter what level you are working at now, you will start to see your writing get better. And what a pleasure that is.


Note: For the most part, I drew the model sentences and paragraphs in The Writer’s Portable Mentor from the works of other writers. On rare occasions I composed a passage to fit the form under discussion, and any model sentence with no author ascribed came from my own hand. Sources for all passages quoted, chapter epigraphs, and footnotes may be found in the bibliography.


*Quoted in Tufte and Stewart, Grammar as Style, vii.


†Simonton, “Historiometric Perspective,” 122.


‡Mosley, “For Authors, Fragile Ideas,” 163–64.


*Quoted in Hendrickson, Literary Life, 3.





PART I



Your Move


Care of the cow brings good fortune.
 

—The I Ching





1.


Daily Writing


Practice is something done under all circumstances, whether you’re happy or sad. You don’t become tossed away by a high weekend or a blue Monday. It is something close to you, not dependent on high-tech gyrations or smooth workshop leader talk. Writing is something you do quietly, regularly, and in doing it, you face your life.


—Natalie Goldberg


Writing every day is the key to becoming a writer. Writing every day is the key to remaining a writer. It is the only secret, the only trick. Don’t despise the fifteen-minute write. Don’t despise writing in your journal. Don’t despise writing down your complaints for fifteen minutes before going to work. Any writing counts.


Keep a timed-writing (or writing-practice) notebook. In it, write for fifteen minutes every day. Of course on some days you will write for longer than fifteen minutes. But—and this is important—a long session one day does not apply to the next. The day after a long session, sit down once again to your fifteen minutes. Decide the night before when those fifteen minutes will be. The next day, when the time arrives, say at four o’clock in the afternoon during your coffee break, stop whatever you are doing and write. This advice does not originate with me—I got it from Dorothea Brande’s Becoming a Writer. Ever since I read that inspiring book some thirty-five years ago, I have written every day (excepting one or two migrainous days per year). I write early in the morning, in the silence of dawn, soon after pouring that indispensable mug of strong hot coffee.


Write without stopping. Do not be concerned about being good, interesting, or correct. Writing is a discovery tool that belongs to you. If you can’t think of the next thing to say, write your hesitations, write “okay, let’s see, what else, well, maybe . . .” Do not lift your pen into the air. (What would happen to a bird in flight if it stopped flapping its wings?) Do not rush, do not stop. Write continuously for fifteen minutes. You can continue if you want, or you can stop. It is not better to continue. It is not better to stop.


Writing in your notebook for fifteen minutes a day is a practice that continues no matter what article or book you are working on, no matter where you are with that poem or novel. In other words, the timed writing in the notebook is not superseded by work undergoing revision on the computer.


Writing practice in your notebook underlies all your other writing. It keeps you connected to your writing no matter what else is going on in your life. It keeps you connected to the external world and to your interior life. It provides you with a resource base, ever expanding, out of which you produce finished pieces.


It keeps you generating new writing. It forever eliminates the sporadic work habit. It recognizes that generating new work is qualitatively different from rewriting, and that both need consistent attention. The fifteen-minute write makes the difference between being a writer and wishing to be a writer. It makes the difference between being an author who no longer writes and a writer who may also be an author but who still takes up the pen every day, for better or for worse. Writing practice moots the concept “writer’s block.”


I have found that fifteen minutes is not a token span of time. I once had a client who wrote for two hours every day for about five years. She was really making progress! But then she underwent a major, exciting career change and took on massive new professional responsibilities. There was no way she could get to her two hours. Sadly, she stopped writing for a decade. Fifteen minutes is obtainable. It’s obtainable whether you are a physician with a grueling schedule or a working mom with three toddlers (or both).


The fifteen minutes is not token, I’ve found, because it keeps you connected to what you are working on, no matter what your current circumstances. In a busy life, a week and then two weeks can go by in no time at all, with little or no writing done. The practice of writing for fifteen minutes per day simply deletes this problem.


Why a notebook? Why not a computer or your device? I argue that we writers should keep on using or begin to use a nonelectronic notebook, that quaint old thing with pages sewn together that asks to be written in by hand. We should keep using our computers and devices of course. But we should also carry a notebook.


A notebook is quiet. It does not ding or ping. It does not deliver texts. It does not serve as a phone, calendar, clock, weather forecaster, or means to chat. It does not enable you to interrupt yourself to look up something on the internet, leading to something else, leading to . . . we all know how that goes. It does not provide access to social media. Writing in a notebook, we are with our own thoughts, our own words, our own observations, our own spellings, our own hesitations, our own ways of saying things. Time in the notebook is quiet time, time with our own plans, dreams, thoughts, lists of plants or types of dogs seen on the walk today. A notebook has no spellcheck. It cannot reformat. It cannot be lost in the cloud (it can be lost on a bus). And later you can sit quietly and turn its pages (different from scrolling) and underline interesting ideas or observations for later use. A notebook allows for a different type of thought process. And shaping letters, writing words by hand, actually activates more parts of the brain than does tapping a key, according to the latest neuroscientific findings.*


Mind you, I am quite wired. I have bonded with my laptop. Even though I write daily in a notebook, I have some eight thousand Word files containing my writing, all on my laptop. I also carry and use a device. I am subject to the dings, the texts, the urge to look it up. I know the territory.


But I also savor the daily connection of hand to page, body to page, breath to page that comes from writing by hand. Norman Mailer said, “It’s hard to explain how agreeable it is to do one’s writing in longhand. You feel that all of your body and some of your spirit has come down to your fingertips.”* A quick internet search brings up numbers of writers who compose by hand—Joyce Carol Oates, John Irving, Andre Dubus III, to mention three. The brilliant Lauren Groff composes the first ten to twelve drafts of a novel by hand.† So, despite the electronics revolution, we writers, many of us, still compose by hand. And not just the old, the Luddite, the clueless.


I encourage you to purchase a notebook, a nice notebook, not too heavy, one that opens flat and has pages you like. Then you must purchase the perfect pen. Now you are all set to write in that notebook every day.


The writing done in writing practice can be about anything. It can be a journal-write (here I differ with one of the originators, Natalie Goldberg). It can be an observation exercise. It can be work on an essay, story, article, or scene. It can be used to conceptualize new work. (“The story I want to write next is . . .” Set your timer and write.)


Often I hear, “I’m sick of moaning and complaining in my journal.” There is no need to moan and complain (I enjoy doing so once in a while) and there is no need “to journal” at all if you are sick of it. Writing in your journal can involve describing what is in front of you. Describe the gooseneck lamp, the pile of books, the turned mahogany- wood mug bristling with pens. Do a recapitulation in which you detail the previous day from beginning to end (an exercise from Ira Progoff’s The Journal Workshop). Or set the timer, begin a short essay, and write it straight to the end for a fast first draft. Or write for fifteen minutes a single unpunctuated sentence that begins, “What I want to do with my life is . . .” That’s what Buckminster Fuller did before going on to become Buckminster Fuller.


There are ways to shape your writing practice so that it better serves your own goals.


•In your notebook, begin each practice session on a new page. (Do not run the sessions into one another.) Date each session and when you’re finished, if obvious, give the writing a descriptive title or label (Thoughts on Cloning, Remembering Susanne). These labels become clarifying when you are looking back through your notebooks for themes, concerns, bits of writing.


•If you are working on a story, essay, review, or other piece in your writing-practice notebook, type what you’ve written as soon as you can, the same day if possible. Soon after you’ve handwritten a scene, type that scene. Then draw a line through the handwritten version. You can still read it but you know it’s typed—superseded.


•Observation exercises should be part of every writer’s practice. Every time you go to a new city or a new country, do the Observing the Here and Now exercise (see page 38). Spend fifteen minutes describing your teenager. If you are a teenager, spend fifteen minutes describing your parent. Go to a coffeehouse and do the Observing Gesture exercise (see page 49), an exercise that trains you to observe and describe body language.


•Plan. Conceptualize new work. Organize your day. Where would you like to be as a writer a year from now? What pieces or chapters do you plan to complete this month?


•Join or start a writing-practice group, which is entirely different from a critique group.


The Writing-Practice Group. Every Tuesday and Friday at Seattle’s Wayward Coffeehouse at 65th and Roosevelt, at 2:00 p.m. or a bit after, the writers gather. Everyone is welcome. (We buy coffee, or have lunch beforehand. We want this establishment to stay in business.) Seattle authors and master-teachers Jack Remick and Robert J. Ray, friends of Natalie Goldberg, established this writing practice (at a different coffeehouse) nearly thirty years ago.


Each arriving writer writes a start line on a piece of paper and puts it on the table. For example: “Her lips were blue” or “He slammed the door” or “I lied.” At 2:30 sharp the writers begin writing, all using the same start line. (You soon discover that you can quickly go from any start line to any piece you want to work on.) When the timer goes off, each writer reads, in turn. There are no comments and there is no feedback—different from a critique group. After the writers read exactly what they have written, in all its roughness, the timer is reset and the writers resume writing. There are several cycles of this, and then everyone goes home or back to work.


Writing-practice groups vary start lines and vary the segments of writing time. One way is to write for five minutes, ten minutes, twenty minutes, and then five minutes. In another way, the writers begin, “Today I am writing about . . .” and proceed. Everyone writes for forty-five minutes. To make the reading time manageable, this group might split into two reading groups.


You can do writing practice with one or two buddies. One of my writing buddies and I used to meet at a café to write. We alternated making up assignments for ourselves. One time we decided to describe for one hour without stopping a philodendron that sat between us. We did so, and we were astonished at how much there was to see in this common household plant.


The above-mentioned Jack Remick and Robert J. Ray have written several entire books during writing practice, scene by scene, chapter by chapter. After writing practice they go home and type up what they have written, and work on it further. I think I should repeat that. After writing practice they go home and type up what they have written because they are using writing practice to produce completed, polished, and ultimately published work.


Use your writing-practice group to further your own purposes. Don’t write passively, don’t write to please others at the table. Write to play or explore when that’s what you want to do. Other times, work on your story, novel, essay, or review. Then go home and type.


Hands On: Jump Starting an Essay or Story


Do this exercise today. Do not put it off. Do it to give yourself the next thing to work on as you are working through the rest of The Writer’s Portable Mentor. This exercise will plunge you into the work of writing a piece. No more chewing on the pencil. No more staring at the page or the computer screen. In the space of an hour, the exercise generates a rough draft, gives you something first to type and then to work on. In this exercise you set the timer and write through your hesitations. Do this by yourself or do it with a writing buddy or in a writing-practice group. Write continuously without stopping. If you become stuck, write, “I am stuck” or write out your hesitations: “Let’s see, what else do I want to say, perhaps . . .” Don’t stop writing and don’t worry about being correct or neat or about whether or not it’s going to be any good. Just write without pausing or lifting your pen from the page.


1. Five minutes—I want to write an essay (story) on . . . (In this write, spin out a number of ideas.)


2. Five minutes—The essay that attracts me most right now is . . .


3. Ten minutes—List ten items, in no particular order, that I certainly would want to cover in this essay. Note that this one is not precisely a writing practice because you are making a list, and you can pause.


4. Five minutes—Take the most interesting thing on the list and write on it for five minutes. Then take another item and write on it for five minutes. Then another.


5. Five minutes—Does this piece have a central dramatic conflict? If so, what is it? Who is the antagonist? What is at stake?


6. Five minutes—If the piece has a dramatic conflict, write a trial opening paragraph that contains this conflict.


7. Five minutes—How is the conflict resolved?


8. Five minutes—What does the main person in question (protagonist if it’s a story, the “I” if memoir) do to resolve the conflict?


9. Ten minutes—What important questions emerge from this subject matter? (If this is fiction, what are the character’s questions? What are your questions about the character?)


10. Now go home and type up these “writes.” Leave a good amount of space between each paragraph—put them in chronological order if you want—but at this point you have not necessarily discovered an order.


This exercise will give you a draft of a story or essay to work on. In the space of an hour or two you will be much further along than you would be by chewing on your fingernails for that same amount of time. You’re on your way!


*For starters, see Maria Konnikova, “What’s Lost as Handwriting Fades,” New York Times, June 3, 2014, D-1; May, “A Learning Secret.”


*Mailer, “Generations,” 5.


†Charlie Rose interview with Lauren Groff, January 20, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=90t3Q03t03g.





2.


Working with Language


And so in the last light, at the end of the day, what matters is language.


—Eavan Boland


It is remarkable how many virtuoso prose writers are also poets. I am thinking of Mary Oliver, Anne Carson, Seamus Heaney, Amit Majmudar, Eavan Boland, John Haines, Maya Angelou, John Updike, Anne Michaels, Thomas Lynch, et al. These poets collect words the way some numismatists collect coins. They work sounds constantly and consciously. The music in their prose functions as a magnet to draw readers into their thoughts, memories, reflections, reports. The music vibrates in the lines but it’s not rock music; it’s a subtext, a whisper that runs along under the text, inaudible to readers with no need to concern themselves with the technical aspects of writing they love.


This chapter is about how to get nearer to language. It is about how to vastly increase your resource base in the language, and how to play words like music.



GATHERING WORDS



I have known writers who have worked hard for years doing pretty good work. They may aspire to art, but the writing never comes close to the most brilliant writing being done today. All that hard work should give more back to the writer, yet the quality of writing remains merely competent.


Often this hard-working writer is approaching language passively, different from the way Barry Lopez or Arundhati Roy or Ben Okri approaches language. This writer is using only words that come to mind, or words he grew up with, or words she stumbles upon while reading the New York Times. Naturally this writer looks up the occasional unfamiliar word in a dictionary, as any educated person would do. But he strives for expression with rather general, conventional diction that has little to offer in the way of echo, color, or texture. Unlike J. A. Baker:


The northern slope is open woodland, rusty with winter bracken, silvered with birches, green with mossy oak.


(J. A. Baker, The Peregrine, 79)


Nothing fancy here, but Baker’s concrete language and his use of color make the sentence glow.


The writers of deep and beautiful works spend real time gathering words. They learn the names of weeds and tools and types of roof. They work to overcome plant blindness—the tendency to see plants as green background instead of as individual organisms, each with a name. They make lists of color words (ruby, scarlet, cranberry, brick). They savor not only the meanings, but also the musicality of words. They are hunting neither big words nor pompous words nor latinate words but mainly words they like. They are not “improving their vocabulary” or studying for the SAT or the GRE. They are not trying to be fancy or decorative. This is a different kind of thing. Annie Proulx:


I use an old Webster’s unabridged. I do collect dictionaries, and I do read them, and I do keep word lists, and I do make notes of language. I have big notebooks, page after page of words that I like or find interesting or crackly, or whatever. And from time to time I will also, if I feel a section is a bit limp, take a couple of days and just do dictionary work and recast the sentences so that they have more power because their words aren’t overused. Often the search for the right word can consume a lot of time, but usually it can be found.*


First-rate writers get an enormous amount of capital out of putting accurate names on things. Take a glimpse of the third-floor walk-up where Leo, a character in a Don DeLillo story, lives with his ex-wife:


There was the long metal bar of the old police lock set into its floor niche inches from the front door. There was the tall narrow radiator, a relic, unscreened, with a pan set beneath the shutoff valve to collect the drip. At times he stared into the columns of the radiator, thinking whatever he was thinking, none of it reducible to words.


There was the cramped bathroom they shared, where his broad bottom could barely wedge itself between the tub and the wall and onto the toilet seat.


(Don DeLillo, “The Starveling,” 189)


DeLillo’s language gets its freshness from its accuracy. I like long metal bar of the old police lock and floor niche and radiator and pan and shutoff valve. Not to mention Leo’s broad bottom . . .


Here, Arundhati Roy, in her first novel, portrays the grandmother. She is sitting in the old house on the hill, at the dining table, rubbing a cucumber:


She was wearing a limp, checked seersucker nightgown with puffed sleeves and yellow turmeric stains. Under the table she swung her tiny, manicured feet, like a small child on a high chair. They were puffy with edema, like little foot-shaped air cushions.


(Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things, 21)


Roy specifies seersucker, puffed sleeves, yellow turmeric stains. The tiny swollen feet, which, it turns out, the grandmother is quite proud of.


Open any anthology of excellent stories or essays. How many town names, street names, restaurant names, dog names, actual prices, actual dates, proper names of person or place do you see? Yet these pieces eschew writing that is merely decorative. They are vibrant with nouns and verbs:


The first time I saw her she was walking on Sunset between the XXX Movie Theater and the Saigon Restaurant.


(Dagoberto Gilb, “Brisa,” 103)



DICTION PRIMER



Concrete words are words that can be perceived through a sense organ: eyes, nose, skin, tongue, ears. You can always specify which sense organ has perceived a concrete word (yellow: eyes; rotten eggs: nose). Proper names are concrete. A proper name can turn general words like street or river into specific concrete words: Everett Avenue; the Nooksack River. Because you are perceiving through one of your sense organs, what you are perceiving is typically one thing. You can’t see “rivers.” You can see the Duwamish River. You can see the Snake and Columbia rivers at their confluence. You can’t see “cities” but you can see Chicago.


Abstract words like love or inscrutable or freedom cannot be perceived through a sense organ.


There are, it seems to me, degrees of concretion. Thus yellow is concrete (you perceive it through your eyes). But mustard-yellow or yellow ocher are more concrete (the words make a closer match to the actual color).


To put a person or place on the page, we amass concrete words that pertain to that person or that place. Here is Jonathan Raban, writing (by pure linguistic coincidence) about Concrete, Washington, a small industrial town north of Seattle. Raban is writing in 1995 in the ecologically aroused Pacific Northwest. Concrete returns him to the 1970s:


Concrete people were still smokers. In the bars, drifts of pungent violet fog threw the pool players into soft focus. The Saturday-night crowd of broad-beamed folk put one in mind of corn dogs, Jo-Jos, and tubs of chocolate-chip-cookie- dough ice cream. The bars were monuments to local sport and industry. Their walls were hung with rusty two-man saws, with mirrors advertising the Winchester Repeating Arms Company alongside Michelob and Budweiser, with antlers, stags’ heads, and the pinned-out skins of wildcats. No bar in Concrete was properly a bar without a stuffed lynx or bobcat, its back arched, its right-hand foreclaws raised against the viewer, its jaws wide open for the kill.


(Jonathan Raban, “Last Call of the Wild,” 209)


Less skilled writers tend to use many more abstract, general words like gentle or abuse than do first-rate writers. But concrete details put in for their own sake can be distracting. Sometimes a character can simply get in a car and drive away; to learn that the car is a red Honda Civic coupe may do nothing to further the story. Some writers—I think of the poet Mark Strand—use car and tree to great effect.


Think of a detail as an index to something else—a situation, a character trait, an era. A man’s mismatched socks may index his lifestyle (up early to do the milking, nobody here but the cows). A town’s boarded-up Main Street—hard times. A sweetgum tree’s red and orange leaves—autumn.


How much language to use is the writer’s choice, always. But to use a limited vocabulary because in reality you only command a limited vocabulary produces a result entirely different from what you might produce in a spare style spun out of an ample and evergrowing word list.



WHERE TO FIND GOOD WORDS



No writer should be without a Very Large dictionary. Would you hire a carpenter to build you a house who had for tools a single pair of pliers? Would you begin a cross-country road trip with one gallon of gas in the tank? No you wouldn’t, but many writers go for years with nothing more in hand than their little college dictionary.


Hint for the true fanatic: The very largest Very Large dictionary, and the most delicious, is Webster’s New International Dictionary, Second Edition, Unabridged, with a 1934 copyright. Note that it’s the second edition we want. (The sensible, cost-conscious, and ever so reasonable editors of the third edition dumped one hundred thousand words.)


The 1934, second edition of this dictionary has six hundred thousand words. It has words like croodle, which is mildly obsolete but which feels comfortable with cradle or crook and which can be brought back into use. This dictionary even has extra words on the bottom of each page, and numerous words come with elaborate illustrations (a wooden sailing ship, with every rope, spar, and crossbeam named). It can be had for a fairly large chunk of change on the used-book market. (Some time in 2005 I bought mine for $60, a steal. I bought another as a wedding gift for two dear writer friends for $125.)


As you know, The Oxford Dictionary of the English Language is also an indispensable resource. This dictionary traces a word back to when it first entered English (a Germanic language that came into existence in the centuries after Germanic tribes, including Angles, invaded England in the fifth century and suppressed the Celt-speaking Britons). The dictionary gives instances of a word’s use from its earliest appearance to the present. The verb to write for example can be found in an old English sentence of the year 835: “This mid episcopus rodetacne [ic] festnie & write.” Many university and public libraries subscribe to The Oxford Dictionary of the English Language. The Seattle Public Library, for example, provides it online to anyone who has a (free) library card.


At least one ample, argumentative grammar-and-usage book is a necessity, since most dictionaries describe but do not prescribe. Usage manuals prescribe. They fight to retain the difference between insure and ensure, between that and which, between alumnae and alumni. They insist and recapitulate that and and but are excellent ways to begin a sentence, favored by first-rate writers the world over, approved and even advocated by even the most conservative grammarians. The original Fowler’s (A Dictionary of Modern English Usage by H. W. Fowler) is an entertaining and enlightening read. For a contemporary work, I would not be without my Garner’s Modern American Usage by Bryan A. Garner. It is also essential to have a grammar book. One I like is The Deluxe Transitive Vampire by Karen Elizabeth Gordon.


What guidebooks are to the world traveler, dictionaries, grammars, and usage manuals are to the writer. But gathering words should take you beyond these reference works to other compendiums of words. Clothing catalogs name clothes (chinos, cords, boot-cut jeans). Tool catalogs—try leevalley.com—name tools (ripsaw, bucksaw, coping saw, band saw). Go to an art store for types of brushes and names of pigments (bone black, burnt umber). Go to the United States Geological Survey for geographical features (shrub-steppe, bog, slough) and for spooky proper names such as the Great Dismal Swamp. You get the idea.



THE LEXICON PRACTICE



For most virtuoso writers, collecting words is a definite, specific, regular habit. Leonardo da Vinci ended up with more than nine thousand words in his lexicon.* James Joyce gathered words and phrases in a fat notebook: after he used one in the book he was writing—Ulysses—he would cross it out.† Mary Oliver ventures outdoors with pen and pad, ready to record any bug or old bone. If such writers do their lexicon work, so also should we.


What I call the Lexicon Practice is the specific process by which you put actual time—regular time—into collecting words and phrases. There are two parts to the practice. One is to make your own Lexicon (word book) and the other is to collect words and phrases in a list that pertains to the piece you are currently working on. I call this second part the word trap, because trapping words is like trapping fish in a net. The words are out there. Time to bring them in.


I have been teaching these practices for two decades and what impresses me is how I can, years later, read the writing of a former student and tell whether or not she is doing the Lexicon Practice. I can tell by her writing. Writers who do the Lexicon Practice have left in the dust what I call “conventional received diction.” Writers who don’t do it in one way or another are pretty much stuck with television words, newspaper words, cereal-box words.


Conventional received diction is the language of belief rather than the language of recorded sensory experience. For example, to speak of “buying a home” rather than “buying a house” or better, “buying a California bungalow” is to speak in the conventional diction of the real-estate business. This term is based not on sense perception but on an agenda: if we long for a home then we will be more likely to “buy a home” than to “buy a house.” To speak of hair color as blonde (or blond) is often to wander into the beige-curtained suburb of convention and stereotype rather than to put a specific person’s head of hair on the page:


Into the bay window came a woman. Stout, bleary-eyed, elderly, though her hair was dyed a squid-ink black.


(Lauren Groff, Fates and Furies, 322)


I discovered my own form of Lexicon Practice in the following way. For twelve years during the 1970s and early 1980s, I worked as a printer in Boston. During those years I began getting up at 4 or 5 a.m. to write before leaving for work at 7. My thermos of hot strong coffee was at the ready. I would sit to write in my nightgown and robe; my big old black-and-white cat, Frisky, would jump into my lap and curl up and watch my moving pen with intense interest, occasionally batting it with his paw. My then-husband, Peter Irons, would be fast asleep in the next room. A carpenter friend had made me a simple, built-in, L-shaped desk with a black-Formica handwriting surface and, to my right, when I swiveled the chair, a place for my IBM Selectric typewriter. I will never forget the pleasure of those silent mornings of writing.


At the time I had written nothing about my childhood growing up on a dairy farm on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. That part of who I was was put away: perhaps I was not ready to face the traumas of childhood. In any case my friends, pals, coworkers, comrades, and various buddies had all emerged from radically different backgrounds. Childhood was for me a distant country. But for unknown reasons, words began coming to me, and I began entering them into a black-and-white composition notebook. I titled my notebook Memories of Underdevelopment after the great Cuban film of that name. During a season of winter mornings I filled the notebook with the language of my childhood, words with no currency whatever in my postchildhood life—greenbriar, dirt road, Neil Lindsey’s pig, 4-H Club, teats, stanchions, silage, milkers, mastitis, calf barn, gutter, manure pile, manure spreader, marsh grass, muck, eels, eel trap, watermen, field hands, tizzylish cake . . . What amazed me was how the words themselves held that time and that place. I went on to remember small stories, which became “Snapshots: The Eastern Shore of Maryland,” which ultimately appeared in North Dakota Quarterly. That first lexicon was for me a turning point as a writer.


And the point is that every childhood has a lexicon. Place names, certain trees and buildings, the toys of 1934 versus the toys of 1964 versus the toys of 1984, they all make vivid a particular place, a particular era, a particular person, a particular experience. It is astonishing how much language itself holds, with no meanings added by the writer, no interpretations, no sentences, no writing.



Hands On: Make Your Own Lexicon



Buy a small bound and sewn blank book, with fine paper. This is your Lexicon.


Put in words you like, words that strike your fancy, words you want to own. I suggest giving each word half a page. Put in the word—lickspittle—and draw a horizontal line dividing the page in half. This way you can put in a word and look it up later. (Under lickspittle write: a contemptible, fawning person; a flatterer or toady.) You will end up with two words per page.


This is not a typical vocabulary list full of horrible latinate words you don’t know and don’t want to know.


The rule is, put in only the good words, the juicy words, the hot words. From time to time, savor this book. Look up words you’ve put in (something from your reading) and haven’t looked up yet. Be sure to investigate the root. Put in familiar words along with new words. Play with sounds, right in your Lexicon: kitchen matches, cord/weird/word, fired/turd.


From time to time read a big dictionary hunting for a new word, a good word, any word that strikes your fancy: galoot.


On some pages make word lists. Fiddle parts—peg box, button, side rib, bridge. Words for blue—cobalt, woad, sapphire, smalt. Words from an art exhibition you especially loved—bone, tin plate; cotton, cord, silk ribbon, silver, galloon; coconuts, shells, ostrich eggs (from Moscow Treasures).


Put down things you don’t know the names of. Do you know the parts of a window? (Muntin? Sash? Top rail?) Do you know the parts of a rocking chair? Draw or describe the thing in your Lexicon and then set about looking (in a book on house repairs or on furniture) for splat or spindle or stile. Do not order your list in any way. If you try to order it alphabetically, you will have nowhere to put words that sound good together and you will have nowhere to draw an object—a tool or roof or chair—that you will later put a name to. Do you know the names of the weeds in your garden? Look in Alexander C. Martin’s Golden Guide to Weeds. Identify the ones you see—spatterdock, chickweed, pokeweed. Write them in your Lexicon.


Do nothing more. Do not try to force the words into your writing. Just work on the Lexicon on a regular basis, as a form of play. It is remarkable how the words you put in your own Lexicon have a way of creeping into your writing.


Your Lexicon becomes part of the resource base you create for yourself as a writer. We writers accumulate large vocabularies that are constantly expanding. We take pleasure in learning the names for things. The Lexicon holds new words and words that please you. It forever ends the in-one-ear-out-the-other problem as it pertains to putting a name on a thing.


The Lexicon is a blank book with a pleasing feel, a permanent little book that you keep beside your dictionaries. Eventually you will accumulate several Lexicons. It’s fun to play with them, of an evening, to look up a word, to list the kinds of stones or guns or stars or brooms.


Hands On: Make a Word Trap


The second part of the Lexicon Practice is to make a word trap—a list of one hundred or more words or phrases—for every story or essay, not to mention novel, you work on. Most items on the list should be concrete words like tomato or horse manure that can be perceived by one of the senses. Begin by writing one hundred numbers on one hundred lines in your writer’s notebook. The numbers will stretch you to keep going—past thirty words, past forty-three words. We make the word trap in the notebook because it starts out being too messy for the Lexicon, and besides, we don’t necessarily want all these particular words in our Lexicon.


I work on my list before I begin a piece and during the whole time I am working on it. The list comprises language—not big words or necessarily even new words—associated with that time and place, that trade or event or person. Just making the list will help you sink deeper into the subject matter. After you’ve completed the list in the notebook, type it. Then work on it some more. Put words together that sound good. Keep naming things more and more accurately. And when you’ve finally completed the piece that this word trap pertains to, write your favorite words in your Lexicon for future reference.


For an essay called “Housekeeping” (set in my own house), I list objects in my house, for example:
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