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Short Assignments

The first useful concept is the idea of short assignments. Often
when you sit down to write, what you have in mind is an
autobiographical novel about your nmnn_voom. or a play about
the immigrant experience, or a history of—oh, say—say
women. But this is like trying to scale a glacier. It’s hard to
get your footing, and your fingertips get all red and frozen
and torn up. Then your mental illnesses arrive at the desk like
your sickest, most secretive relatives. And they pull up chairs
in a semicircle around the computer, and they try to be quiet
but you know they are there with their weird coppery breath,
leering at you behind your back.

What I do at this point, as the panic mounts and the jungle
drums begin beating and 1 realize that the well has run dry
and that my future is behind me and 'm going to have to get
a job only ’m completely unemployable, is to stop. First I try
to breathe, because I'm either sitting there panting like a lapdog
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Short Ass ignments

or ’'m unintentionally making slow asthmatic death rattles. So
I just sit there for a minute, breathing slowly, quietly. I let my
mind wander. After a moment I may notice that I'm trying
to decide whether or not I am too old for orthodontia and
whether right now would be a good time to make a few calls,
and then 1 start to think about learning to use makeup and
how maybe I could find some boyfriend who is not a total
and complete fixer-upper and then my life would be totally
great and I'd be happy all the time, and then I think about
all the people I should have called back before 1 sat down to
work, and how I should probably at least check in with my
agent and tell him this great idea I have and see if he thinks
it's a good idea, and see if he thinks I need orthodontia—if
that is what he is actually thinking whenever we have funch
together. Then I think about someone I'm really annoyed with,
or some financial problem that is driving me crazy, and decide
that I must resolve this before I get down to today’s work.
So 1 become a dog with a chew toy, worrying it for a while,
wrestling it to the ground, flinging it over my shoulder, chasing
it, licking it, chewing it, flinging it back over my shoulder. I
stop just short of actually barking. But all of this only takes
somewhere between one and two minutes, so I haven’t actually
wasted that much time. Still, it leaves me winded. I go back
to trying to breathe, slowly and calmly, and I finally notice
the one-inch picture frame that I put on my desk to remind
me of short assignments.

It reminds me that all 1 have to do is to write down as

much as I can see .nrno:mr a one-inch picture frame. This is
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Short

Assignments

here ever tries to touch me, I'l kill them,” at which point

Francis.”

This is not a bad line to have taped to the wall of your

office.

Warren Oates jumps in and says, “Hey—lighten up,

Say to yourself in the kindest possible way, Look, honey,
all we're going to do for now is to write a description of the
river at sunrise, or the young child swimming in the pool at
the club, or the first time the man sees the woman he will
marry. That is all we are going to do for now. We are just
going to take this bird by bird.

one short assignment,

But we are going to finish this
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Shintty First Drafts

Now, practically evep better news than that of short assign-
ments is the idea of shitty first drafts. All good writers write
This is. how they énd up with good second drafts and

drafts. Peopletend to look at successful writers,

e getting their books published and maybe even
ancially, and think{that they sit down at their
_._A_uwi:m feeling like a illion dollars, feeling great
s are and how much talent they have and what
hey have to tell; that th take in a few deep
.__upar their sleeves, roll their\necks a few times
the cricks out, and dive in, typig fully formed
st as a court reporter. But this is Jyst the fantasy
ﬂrﬁnm. I know some very great writers, writers
write beautifully and have made a great deal of
ot one of them sits down routinely feeling wildly

d confident. Not one of them writes elegant
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Looking Around

are in the most compassionate possible sense. Then you can
recognize others. It’s simple in concept, but not that easy to
do. My Uncle Ben wrote me a letter twenty years ago in which
he said, “Sometimes you run into someone, regardless of age
or sex, whom you know absolutely to be an independently
operating part of the Whole that goes on all the time inside
on.mnF‘ and the eye-motes go click and you hear the tribal
tones of voice resonate, and there it is—you wmoomamm. them.”
That is what I'm talking about: you want your readers’ eye-
motes to go click! with recognition as they begin to understand
one of your characters, but you probably won’t be able to
present a character that recognizable if you do not first have
self-compassion.

It is relatively easy to look tenderly and with recognition
at a child, especially your own child and especially when he
is being cute or funny, even if he is hurting your feelings. And
it’s relatively easy to look tenderly at, say, a chipmunk and
even to see it with some clarity, to see that real life is right
there at your feet, or at least right there in that low branch,
to recognize this living breathing animal with its own agenda,
to hear its sharp, high-pitched chirps, and yet not get all caught
up in its cuteness. I don’t want to sound too Cosmica Rama
here, but in those moments, you see that you and the chipmunk
are alike, are a part of a whole. [ think we would se¢ this
more often if we didn’t have our conscious minds. The con-
scious mind seems to block that feeling of oneness so we can
function efficiently, maneuver in the world a little bit better,

get our taxes done on time. But it’s even possible to have this
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Looking Around

feeling when you see—really see—a police officer, when you
look right at him and you see that he’s a living breathing
person who like everyone else is suffering like a son of a bitch,
and you don’t see him with a transparency over him of all
the images of violence and chaos and danger that cops rep-
resent. You accept him as an 2_5&

Obviously, it’s harder by far to look at yourself with this
same sense of compassionate detachment. Practice helps. As
with exercise, you may be sore the first few days, but then
you will get a little bit better at it every day. I am learning
slowly to bring my crazy pinball-machine mind back to this
place of friendly detachment toward myself, so | can look out
at the world and see all those other things with respect. Try
looking at your mind as a wayward puppy that you are trying
to paper train. You don’t drop-kick a puppy into the neighbor’s
yard every time it piddles on the floor. You just keep bringing
it back to the newspaper. So I keep trying gently to bring my
mind back to what is really there to be seen, maybe to be
seen and noted with a kind of reverence. Because if I don’t
learn to do this, I think I'll keep getting things wrong.

I honestly think in order to be a writer, you have to learn
to be reverent. If not, why are you writing? Why are you here?

Let’s think of reverence as awe, as presence in and openness
to the world. The alternative is that we stultify, we shut down.
Think of those times when you've read prose or poetry that
is presented in such a way that you have a fieeting sense of
being startled by beauty or insight, by a glimpse into someone’s
soul. All of a sudden 049.%"—5.@ seems to fit together or at
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Looking Around

Christ, it’s only been fifteen minutes.” Forty-five minutes later
she is still singing each line distinctly, word by word, until
the last word is sung.

Mostly ma.:mm are not that way, that simple and pure, with
so much focus given to each syllable of life as life sings itself.
But that kind of attention is the prize. To be engrossed by
something outside ourselves is a powerful antidote for the
rational mind, the mind that so frequently has its head up its
own mmm.lmnmm:m things in such a narrow and darkly narcissistic
way that it presents a colo-rectal theology, offering hope to

no one.
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Morail
o f View

If you find that you 8tart a number of stories or pieces that

ishing, that you lose interest or faith
in them along the way, it ¥pay be that there is nothing at their

you don’t ever bother

center about which you cate passionately. You need to put
yourself at their center, you apd what you believe to be true
or right. The core, ethical condgpts in which you most pas-
sionately believe are the language\\p which you are writing.
These concepts probably feel like jivens, like things no one
ever had to make up, that have been

and for all time. Telling these truths is

through all cultures
ur job. You have
nothing else to tell us. But needless to say, yoty can’t tell them
in a sentence or a paragraph; the truth doesn’t come out in
bumper stickers. There may be a flickering moment of insight
in a one-liner, in a sound bite, but everyday meat-and-potato
truth is beyond our ability to capture in a few words. Your
whole piece is the truth, not just one shining epigrammatic
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Writer's BJock

the thing, though. [ no longer think of it as block. I think that
is looking at the problem from the wrong angle. If your wife
locks you out of the house, you don’t have a problem with
your door.

The word block suggests that you are constipated or stuck,
when the truth is that you’re empty. As I said in the last
chapter, this emptiness can destroy some writers, as do the
shame and frustration that go with it. You feel that the writing
gods gave you just so many good days, maybe even enough of
them to write one good book and then part of another. But
now you are having some days or weeks of emptiness, as if
suddenly the writing gods are saying, “Enough! Don’t bother
me! I have given to you until it hurts! Please. I've got problems
of my own.”

2,

The problem is acceptance, which is something we’re ﬂ.m:mrn
not to do. We're taught to improve uncomfortable situations,
to change things, alleviate unpleasant feelings. But if you accept
the reality that you have been given—that you are not in a
productive creative period—ryou free yourself to begin filling
up again. I encourage my students at times like these to get

one page of anything written, three hundred words of mem-

ories or dreams or stream of consciousness on how much

they hate writing—just for the hell of it, just to keep their
fingers from becoming too arthritic, just because they have
made a commitment to try to write three hundred words
every day. Then, on bad days and weeks, let things go at
that.

i
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Weriter s Block

* * *

I remind myself nearly every day of something that a doctor
told me six months before my friend Pammy died. This was
a doctor who always gave me straight answers, When [ called
on this one particular night, 1 was ro?:m she could put a
positive slant on some n:mn.mmmmzm &m<m~o_u§n=ﬂm. She couldn’t,
but she said something that changed my life. “Watch her
carefully right now,” she said, “because she’s teaching you
how to live.”

I remind myself of this when I cannot get any work done:
to live as if I am dying, because the truth is we are all terminal
on this bus. To live as if we are dying gives us a chance to
experience some real presence. Time is so full for people who
are &nﬁm in a conscious way, full in the way that life is for
children. They spend big round hours. So instead of staring
miserably at the computer screen trying to will my way into
having a v-.wmrﬁ?.osmr, I say to myself, “Okay, hmmm, let’s
see. Dying tomorrow. What should I do today?” Then I can
decide to read Wallace Stevens for the rest of the morning or
g0 to the beach or just really participate in ordinary life. Any
of these will begin the process of filling me back up with
observations, flavors, ideas, visions, memories. I might want
to write on my last day on earth, but I'd also be aware of
other options that would feel at least as pressing. I would want

to keep whatever I did simple, I think. And I would want to
be present.
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Writer's Block

while the tailor is working, you might as well go get some
fresh air. Do your three hundred words, and then go for a
walk. Otherwise you'll want to sit there and try to contribute,
and this will only get in the way. Your unconscious can’t work
when you are breathing down its neck. You'll sit there going,
“Are you done in there yet, are you done in there yet?” But

it is trying to tell you nicely, “Shut up and go away.”
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The ILast €CJlass

most of them are not going to be published in big magazines
or by big presses. They are not going to end up on talk shows
and best-seller lists, are not going to be David Letterman’s
best friend or show Sharon Stone a good time. They are not
going to buy big houses and pedigreed dogs and fish forks as
a result of their writing. Many of them want these things more
than anything else. They don’t believe that if they got these
things they'd probably end up even more mentally ill and full
of stress and self-doubt than they already are. Anyway, it.is
not going to happen for very many of them.

.I'still think they should write with everything they have
daily if possible, and for the rest of their lives.

'y

When I suggest, however, that devotion and commitment
will be their own reward, that in dedication to their craft
they will find solace and direction and wisdom and truth and
pride, they at first look at me with great roﬁEJn You might
think that I had just offered them membership in my em-
broidery club. They are angry people. This is why they write.

So let me go further. There are a lot of us, some published,
some not, who think the literary life is the loveliest one
. possible, this life of reading and writing and corresponding.
We think this life is nearly ideal. It is spiritually invigorating;
says a friend, who converted at eighteen from Christianity to
poetry. It is intellectually quickening. One can find in writing
a perfect focus for life. It offers challenge and delight and
agony and commitment. We see our work as a vocation, with
the potential to be as rich and enlivening as the priesthood.

As a writer, one will have over the years many experiences
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that stimulate and nourish the spirit. These will be quiet and
deep inside, however, unaccompanied by thunder or tremulous
angels. My friend Tom, the gay Jesuit priest, said that he has
longed for spiritual experiences all his life but that when he
was drinking, he longed specifically to go into a church and
have the statue of Mary wave back at him. And sometimes it
did, when he was drinking—just quick little waves and then
she'd sit down. But after he got sober, he could tell he’d had
a genuine experience when he’d feel a sense of liberation
afterward, in his chest, his lungs, his soul. This feeling is
something my students report, especially those in writing
groups, this feeling of liberation that, ironically, discipline
brings.

Becoming a writer can also profoundly change your life as
a reader. One reads with a deeper appreciation and concen-
tration, knowing now how hard writing is, especially how hard
it is to make it look effortless. You begin to read with a
writer’s eyes. You focus in a new way. You mE&N how someone
portrays his or her version of things in a way that is new and
bold and original. You notice how a writer paints in a mes-
merizing character or era for you, without your having the
sense of being given a whole lot of information, and when you
realize how artfully this has happened, you may actually put
the book down for a moment and savor it, just taste it.

There are moments when I am writing when [ think that
if other people knew how I felt right now, they’d burn me at
the stake for feeling so good, so full, so much intense pleasure.

I pay through the nose for these moments, of course, with
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Lighthouses don’t go running all over an island looking for
boats to save; they just stand there shining.

You simply keep putting down one damn word after the
other, as you hear them, as they come to you. You can either
set brick as a laborer or as an artist. You can make the work
a chore, or you can have a good time. You can do it the way
you used to clear the dinner dishes when you were thirteen,
or you can do it as a Japanese person would perform a tea
ceremony, with a level of concentration and care in which you
can lose yourself, and so in which you can find yourself.

Sometimes, no matter how screwed up things seem, 1 feel
like we're all at a wedding. But you can’t just come out and
say, We're at a wedding! Have some cake! You need to create
a world into which we can enter, a world where we can see
this. There was an old desert dog in a comic strip yesterday,
sitting with his back against a cactus, writing a letter to his
brother that said, “At night the sun goes down, and the stars
come out; and then in the morning the sun comes up again.
[’s so exciting to live in the desert.” That’s the wedding,
right? To participate requires self-discipline and trust and cour-
mwﬁ because this business of becoming conscious, of being a
writer, is ultimately about asking yourself, as my friend Dale
puts it, How alive am I willing to be?

The best thing about being an artist, instead of a madman
or someone who writes letters to the editor, is that you get
to engage in satisfying work. Even if you never publish a word,
you have something important to pour yourself into. Your
parents and grandparents will be shouting, “Don’t do it, don’t
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sit down, don’t sit down!,” and you’ll have to do what you
did as a kid—shut them out and get on with finding out
about life.

Then I look into my students’ faces, and they look solemmly

back at me.

“So why does our writing matter, again?” they ask.

Because of the spirit, I say. Because of the heart. Weriting
and reading decrease our sense of isolation, They deepen and
widen and expand our sense of life: they feed the mms_. When
writers make us shake our heads with the exactness of their
prose and their truths, and even make us laugh about ourselves
or life, our buoyancy is restored. We are given a shot at dancing
with, or at least clapping along with, the absurdity of life,
instead of being squashed by it over and over again. It’s like
singing on a boat during a terrible storm at sea. You can’t stop
the raging storm, but singing can change the hearts and spirits
of the people who are together on that ship.
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