
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Learning to Fail Better 
On Revision 

REVISION CAN BE ONE OF THE MOST EXCITING and rewarding aspects of cre­
ating fiction. There is nothing some writers like more than taking a raw piece of work 
and reworking and polishing it to make it shine. Indeed, some people breathe a sigh 
of relief when the first rough draft is done and they can get to the revision process. 
The hardest work, that of generating a raw draft, is finished; now they can concen­
trate on figuring out what the story is really about, and getting it to fulfill its promise. 

There's no magic bullet or panacea for revision. Every person 1 s revision process, 
like his or her writing process, is different. What we do in this chapter is provide you 
with a flexible model for revision that has worked well for many writing students. 
But it's not the only way. There are many different paths by which to effectively 
reimagine or reinvent a piece of creative writing, and this model cannot hope to 
cover all of them. What this model does do is provide an adjunct or alternative to the 
conventional "workshop" method of helping students with revision that is used in 
so many writing courses around the country. 

In this chapter we first review some wise words from established writers on what 
happens and what it feels like to have completed an early draft. Next we talk about 
the workshop method for giving and receiving criticism on early drafts of stories, and 
we discuss its benefits as well as its drawbacks. Then we go over the various stages 
of the creative process: although nothing could be more individual than each writer's 
process for generating creative work, some things can be said about the general 
stages that most creative work passes through and the kind of feedback that is most 

helpful at each stage. 
Finally, we review a number of types of exercises that can be useful in what I call 

th~" anti-workshop" method of revision. The main difference between this exercise 
section and the exercises found in the rest of the book is that these are supposed to 
teach you how to devise your own exercises so you can continue writing and revis­
ing on your own, even after your class or writing workshop has finished. 
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Advice for Writers from Writers 

Perhaps tlwre's no bl'lkr vVd\' t() kL·l rclicvL·d and rL'dssurl'd ab\lul this thing L'alled 

creative writing than to read wh,1t some of thL' masters have said c1b\lut the revision 

process. BL'low vou'l1 find quotc1tic>ns frrnn -.c>11w ()f Clllr me i-.t cKccimr1li...;Jwd \\'ritl'rs a:-­

to what it feels like to have finished an early draft. 

There's not much that I like lwttt:>r than to Like a :--tory that l'\'l' had around the 
house for a while and work it m·er again. It's the samL' \\'ith thl' pol'm:--I \\'ritl'. 
I'm in no hurry to send something off just aftt:>r I \\'ritL' it, and I sPnwtinw:-- k~'P 
it around the house for months doing this or that to it, taking this out and put­
ting that in. It doesn't take that long to do the first draft of the story, that u...;u­
ally happens in one sitting, but it does take ,1 while to do the \·arious \'t'rsions of 
the story. I've done as many as twenty or thirty drafts of a story. Never less than 
ten or twelve drafts. It's instructive, and heartening both, to look at the early 
drafts of great writers. I'm thinking of the photographs of g,1\k,.-s belLmging to 
Tolstoy, to name one writer who loved to revise. I mean, I don't know if he 
loved it or not, but he did a great deal of it. He was always revising, right down 
to the time of page proofs. He went through and rewrote War and Peace eight 
times and was still making corrections in the galle\·s. Thing'.< likL' this should 
hearten every writer whose first drafts are dreadful, like mine are. 

-RAYMOND CARVER 

What I tend to do is not so muct, pick at a thing but sit do\\'n and rL'\\'rik it com­
pletely. Both for A Single Man and A Meeting by the River I wrote three entire 
drafts. After making notes on one draft I'd sit down and rewrite it again from 
the beginning. J'\'e found that's much bdkr th,rn p,1khing and am1-1ut,1ting 
things. One has to rl'think the thing cornpll'tel:·· They s,1\ D. I I. Lm rence used 
to write second drafts and never look at the first. --CHRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD 

First drafts are' for learning wh,1t :·our no\·t•l or stor\ is ,1bout. Re\·isinn is \\'Prk­
ing with that knowledge to enlarge and enhance an idea, to reform it D. H. 
Lawrence, for instance, did seven or eight drafts of The Rainbow. The first draft 
is the most uncl'rt,1in-wlwrl' vou nt't'd tlw guts, the ,1bilit\ tP ,ll'L·ept the impi•r­
fl'ct until it is bl'ltl'r. Rc\'ision is nnl' of tlw true pll',1surcs of \\Tiling. "l lw nwn 
and things of today are wont to lie fairer and truer in tomorrow's memory," 
Thoreau said. -BERNARD MALAMUD 

Progress does seem to come so very heavily disguised as chaos. 

-JOYCE GRENFELL 

All of us h,Wl' fdill'd to match our drt•.1m nf pl'rfection. I rate us on the basis of 
our splt>ndid failurl' to do the impossible. If I could writl' ,111 my work again, I'm 
convinced I could do it better. This is the healthiest condition for an artist. 
That's why he kel'ps working, trying again: he bt•lil'\'l'S each timl' that this time 
he will do it, bring it off. Of course he won't. -WILLIAM FAULKNER 
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Perfection Is Our Enemy 

The biggest problem many writers (beginning and otherwise) face is that they are 
seeking perfection. They want what they write to be smooth and polished and 
meaningful and affecting from the very first word, and unfortunately that is simply 
not to be (or not very often). This desire to excel right from the starting gate can have 
serious consequences. It significantly raises the odds that a writer will freeze and/or 
go abstract, rather than focusing on the small telling details that will eventually lead 
to riveting and important material. Anne Lamott discusses this with good humor 
and grace in "Shitty First Drafts" (pp. 455-458), and the fact is that if you can con­
vince yourself to sit down and write something shitty every day, you'll get a lot more 
done than if you are determined to write the Great American Novel or short story in 
flawless, unedited prose. 

The Workshop Method 

You may be using this book in conjunction with a workshop class. If not, perhaps 
you have heard about workshops and wondered how they work. The way work­
shops are conducted is fairly straightforward: a group of students meets, usually 
once a week, with an instructor or workshop coordinator. Students provide their col­
leagues with copies of a piece of work, giving them enough time to read it and com­
ment on the text itself as well as provide a summary report of what they think. Then 
the class meets together, and everyone discusses the piece in question: what works, 
what doesn't work, what needs to be further developed, and so on. 

The results of a workshop can be magical, or brutal, or extraordinarily helpful, or 
ludicrously unhelpful, or all of the above. It depends on who is in the class, who is 
leading the workshop (the experience and personality and skill level of the instruc­
tor matter enormously), and the particular story being discussed. 

In some workshops, the feedback is supposed to be provided along some care­
fully structured lines: for example, if you are "up" you submit a list of questions to 
the class, which will be answered within the course of the discussion. In other work­
shops, what happens is a sort of freeform debate that can range all over the map. In 
any case, the goal is the same: to provide you (the writer) with sufficient information 
about your piece so that you can return to it and begin revising it to make it better. 

Proponents of the workshop method say that it's the best way to obtain a thor­
ough and productive reading of your work. During the most traditional workshops, 
if you're "up" you are supposed to remain silent throughout the discussion; no mat­
ter how misguided or mistaken you think the group is about your piece, you must 
keep your opinion to yourself until the discussion has been concluded. The idea 
behind this (and it's a valid one, in many ways) is that, since under most circum­
stances you wouldn't be there to "defend" or otherwise interpret your work for read­
ers (if the piece were published in a magazine or as part of a book, for example), the 
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more closely the class can replicate a fresh and unbiased reading of the work, the 

better for you. 
And when it works, it works well. You may get valuable information about your 

work from classmates who respect you and honor your intentions, and \'OU can take 

the feedback home with you to work productively on the next draft. 
However, there are many drawbacks to the workshop method. Problems can 

occur when there are personality clashes within the workshop, ur \\'hen certain stu­

dents are arrogant or disrespectful of one another's work. Some instructors, too, 

don't do a good job of monitoring and controlling discussion, \\'hich can gl'I stalled 

in unproductive ways. Finally, there's the inclination of the group tu want tu L'nfL1ffe 

its aesthetics on the individual. And, as Madison Smartt Bell sa\'s, the wm-bhop 

method has no way of rewarding success: 

It sounds almost idyllic: a happy community of cooperating artists. But there 
are snakes in the garden. 

I was aware of the first pitfall before I ever came to Iowa. Fiction workshops 
are inherently almost incapable of recognizing -;uccess. The fiction workshop is 
designed to be a fault-finding mechanism; its purpose is to diap,os~ and pre­
scribe. The inert force of this proposition works on all the members, and the 
teacher too. Whenever I pick up a student manuscript and read a few pages 
without defect, I start to get very nervous. Because my io/1 is to find those tla\,·s. 
If I don't find flaws, I will have failed. It takes a wrenching sort of effort to per­
form the inner volte-face that lets me change from a hostile to an enthusiastic 
critic and start rooting for the story to succeed. [ ... ] 

At Iowa, I began to recognize some other hazards of the workshop method of 
which I'd been previously unaware. At Iowa, the students were very diligent 
about annotating each manuscript and writing an Ln-crarching commentary' at 
the end-each student producing a separate version of the instructor's work 
(and some of them were already teaching undngraduatl' \\·orkshops). \Vlwn 
the classroom discussion was finished, these fourtl'en annotated copies would 
be handed over to the unfortunate author, along with mine. Mv heart misgayc 
me every time I watched the student (victim) gather them up, and an inner 
voice whispered, Please, when you get home, just burn those things. 

But of course they didn't do that. It \\·mild be idiotic if they h,1d. After all, this 
was the criticism they'd come to receive-they'd paid for it, worked for it, 
striven for it. I found out through private convers,1tions th,1t manv of these stu­
dents, if not all, would indeed sprec1d out the fifteen diffr>n,nt annotated copies 
and try somehow to incorporate all the commentary into a revision of the work. 

The results of this kind of revision were often very disheartt'ning. I'd get sec­
ond drafts that very likely had less obvious fbws than the first, but also a whole 
lot less interest. These revisions tended to live up to commonly heard, con­
temptuous descriptions of workshop work being well-tooled, inoffensive, 
unexceptional, and rather dull. -MADISON SMARTT BELL, Narrative Design 

Jane Smiley, who also teaches MFA workshops, found that a traditional work-

shop didn't work for her students, who got combative and overly critical of each 
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other's work while eagerly looking for approval from. the teacher, rather than learn­

ing from the discussion and deciding what thry thought. Here she talks about her 

method for conducting workshops these days, which she calls her "fiction writing 
boot camp": 

Well, the first draft they turn in they're usually pretty proud of, and they think 
of it as fairly polished. And with the first story always, no matter how hard I've 
prepared them and no matter how hard they've tried not to, what they're really 
seeking is praise. They want for the impossible thing to happen, for me and the 
class to say, "This is great, you don't have to do any more drafts, just send it off 
now and it'll get published, I guarantee it." In my experience the first drafts are 
fairly short, fairly polished, and with some problem in them that seems fairly 
minimal. Let's say the section that's supposed to be the climax will be confus­
ing. So we'll talk about that and we'll say that the person has to clear up the 
confusing parts of the climax for next week. But usually that involves all sorts 
of other things, too, like a more careful defining of the characters, or making the 
rising action move more slowly and clearly. It ends up requiring a kind of nar­
rative restructuring just to make the climax less confusing. 

As soon as they open up this box of the first draft, which is in, what shall we 
say, a state of faux completion, then the whole thing starts to fall apart. And the 
second draft is often a mess, because they are trying to bring in or explore ele­
ments that aren't in balance anymore. They're usually disappointed with the 
second draft; there's more to it but it's more of a mess, too. The third draft is 
better but still in a state of "uncontrol." But often by the time we've talked 
about the third draft we're all saying, "Aha!" and what we're saying "Aha" 
about is that we as readers feel that we finally understand what the author is 
getting at, and the author finally understands where he's going, too. Usually 
then they feel a certain amount of self-confidence about going on to the fourth 
draft, and it's really much better and more complete but often still unfinished. 
So they say they want to do a fifth draft, and I say, "No you have to go to the 
next story." -JANE SMILEY," A Conversation with Jane Smiley" 

Other teachers have found individual ways to deal with the pitfalls and problems 

of the workshop method. My personal misgivings about the process are that I feel 

that the interests of the individual and the group are diametrically opposed. Work­

shops are great for the students who are critiquing the manuscript in question: they 

get to sharpen their critical claws and dissect a piece in a way that can be very help­

ful for their own analytical abilities-they can then take the skills they learn horn 

criticizing their colleagues' work and apply it to their own. 
But it's not necessarily a good thing if you're the writer whose work is under dis­

cussion. First it can be very discouraging to have each and every flaw pointed out­

and not even pointed out, but eagerly discussed and denounced. A teacher meeting 

with a student on an individual basis wouldn't necessarily redline everything, but 

would instead focus on a few things-things that student would be able to "hear" 

without becoming discouraged. All too often, in a workshop the teacher's role 
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becomes one of defending a student against an over-cager throng of ,veil-meaning 

but ultimately ruthless lynchers. 
Second, the kind of advice parceled out during workshops isn't ;:ilway·s appropri • 

ate for the stage that a work is in. You mJy be try'ing something ncv,· that doesn't 

work-yet. But a workshop may well decide th;:it J section that isn't \\'orking simplY 

needs to be removed. "Take it out!" is a common phrase heard in worksho~•s. Yet the 

passage in question, when refined, could become a criticJl part llt the stl1ry·. lust 

because it isn't working now doesn't mean it won't work in the next draft, or the 

next, or the next. 
Third, students in a workshop, unsure of what tu sav about J ~•icL·c, trcLJucnth' ask 

for "more." They want more of the mother, of the dog, of the reason that the boy 

threw away the toy that was so important to him. Sumctinws thev haw a legitimate 

point: there is a gap in the story, and some additional dewlupmcnt is needed before 

the piece is complete. But, in my experience, this request for more information can 

often result in overkill: by asking for more, critics force the writL'r intu tip~•ing tlw 

balance between a delicately wrought piece of work and Ll!le that hc1s ewnthing 

spelled out too neatly or obviously. 

The net result: after a workshop, you can go home with too many voices in your 

head, which can pollute the revision process. As Madison S1T1Jrtt RL'll s,n-s in \111T£1-

tive Design, all too often the next draft of the piece is tepid. w.:itcrcd dL1\\T1, and has ll1st 

its force. People-often with the best intentions-\\'.:int tl1 rcmakL' a stl11y in their u,,T1 

image, and it can be difficult to shake the impression that their comments leave. 

Undue Influence: A Cautionary Tale 

Two of the readings at the end of this chapter t'ro,·idc ,1 cautil1na1Y tak' about the 

dangers of relying too much on nthcr pcoplL' \\'hilc rt'\ising \l1ur ,,nrk. flwse read 

ings have to do with the work of Ravmnnd CHYcr, cspcci,1lh- the \\llrk th,1t he gL'n 

erated when working with his longtime friL'nd and editt1r, c;l1rdo11 Lish. Indeed, it 

has been suggested that Carver's celebrakd minimalism might \\'l'II h.1w bl'L'l1 morl' 

Lish's doing than a reflection of Carvl'r's own ,wstlwtiL' prL'dikctions: the t\\'ll stmies 

show two different trcatrncnts of thl' sc1nw makri,11. ,-\s \'ou'll SL'l', \\'hl'n gin'n a 

chance, Carver rewrote onl' of his stories to rl'tll'ct ,1 nrnrc opL'n, less minimal version 

of the prose: rompmc "The Bath" (pp. 4:'1~-4h1) and ";\ S111,1ll, c;nod Thing" (pp. 

463-480) to see how the two versions play out. 

This should be a cm1tionary talc to all of us. ;\]thou,h>h we rni,,ht have strono onin 
~ l (l b t 

ions about so1T1corw else's work, we must always bl' respectful of thL'ir vision and 

intentions, and never assume that we have the answer to someone else's creative 

challenges. I tell n,y students that thl'y 11L'l'd lo approach a workshop critique carry 

ing two equally strong but contradictory thoughts in their hl'ads: to be open to crit. 

icism and ready to receive whatever they can learn from the discussion, and to retain 

the option of telling pC'ople to go to hell if the advice doesn't make sense. Unless you 
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can somehow navigate between these two w.:iys of thinking about criticism, a work­
shop will be of little or no use to you-and might even cause some harm. 

The Developmental Stages of a Creative Work 

It's important to understand that the creative process is not linear. You don't move 
seamlessly from initial concept, to first draft, to revision, to copyediting, to publish­
ing. There are all sorts of reversals, returns, retreats. Sometimes a piece is magically 
done after just one or two revisions, but more often it takes a lot more than that. 
Sometimes it's necessary to tear up the latest draft and return to the original source 
of the material. Sometimes it's necessary to rethink a whole piece even after the 
twentieth revision. 

Still, there are some things you can say about the stages of a creative work. Just as 
Richard Hugo talks about writing one's way from the "triggering" to the "real" sub­
ject (p. 35), we can talk in a general way about the various stages that a creative work 
goes through to get from the initial idea to the final draft. 

Stage 1: Initial generating: The piece is being messily generated, as per the "trig­
gering" subject we discussed in Chapter 2. This stage eventually leads to the first 
(rough) draft. What's the best help that you can provide a colleague with at this 
stage? Merely an "attaboy" or "attagirl." "Yes, you're writing, and there's something 
of interest there. Keep going!" 

Stage 2: Creative revisioning (drafts 1 through 20+ ): Although a first draft 
has been generated, the piece is still usually under" deep" creative construction that 
often requires complete rewriting of the point of view, the setting, the scenes, the 
characters, the plot, and so on. During this stage the writer is gradually working your 
way from the "triggering" into the "real" subject. What's the best help that you can 
provide a colleague with at this stage? Exercise-based revision suggestions (see 

below). 

Stage 3: Constructive revision1ng (drafts 2 through 20+ ): The piece has 
solidified and can now be examined, and critiqued, as a whole piece, rather than as 
something that is still under primary construction. This is where a traditional work­
shop is the most helpful, by providing feedback on character development, plot, 
scene versus narrative-all the things that can be discussed safely once a piece has 
started to "jell." Prior to this stage, however, a workshop can frequently do more 

harm than good. 

Stage 4: Copyed1Hng: The piece is done, and now it needs to be examined for 
wordsmithing, grammar, awkward syntax-anything that detracts from a smooth, 

polished read. 

One of the worst things you can do to a piece is to assume it's more complete 
than it is. And one of the most critical problems with the workshop method is that a 
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workshop is generallv best for critiquing manuscripts that ha,·L' entered the con­

structive rcvisioning stagl' which, in other words, are prl'lt\· for al()ng. Arc the 

characters believable? Is the plot working' Is the narratiw rich and e,·ocatiw? Do 

we have the right scenes, drarnati1cd corrcctlv 7 All thl'sc thing-. can be c:,._zimined 

once a piece has solidified. 
Yet a good many stories arc shown to workshops prim to thi-. -.tagl'. The,· JrL' cri­

tiqued as though they are more finished than tlwv ;:ictuallv zire. And rwthing can be 

more damaging to a piece th;:in to h;:ivc it "frozen'' in place belorl' it i-. rL'c1Lk \\1-1at's 

critical is that a piece stays "fluid" for a-. long JS rwce~san· to LTt-.llrl' that all the rel 

evant material has been fully explored. 

"Hot Spots" and Other Noteworthy Aspects of an Early Draft 

What can we do if a piece is not yet at the constructiw rL'\isioning -.tagL'" Urw of the 

most helpful things we can do when reading an earlier draft b, a culleat--,'lll' ur stu 

dent-one that is still in the creative revisioning stzige, for L'xampk is tl1 point LlUt 

what's interesting, or what seem like "hot spots" in the text. You're not assuming 

that all the scenes are in place, or that the characters m relatinnships h,n L' jelled, or 

that the plot has solidified. Rather, you arc rnerelv indicating tl1 tlw \\Tikr the places 

in the text where you felt a quick1'ning of interest, ur, cun,·cr-.L'h. thl1-.L' places thzit 

seem to have the most potential, ewn though thev haw n't tl 1 be lull\ den'lllf1L'd. 

The point is not to help a fellow \\Titer "Rand :-\id" tllgl'tlwr ,1 piL'CL' h gl,1ssing 

over defects or superficially mending holes, but to L'ncnuragc dL','l1 , crcatin' n',·isiLlrl 

by helping the writer question where the heart of a piece really is. 

An Exercise-Based Approach to Deep Rev1s1on 

In addition to pointing out "hot spnts," the singll' m,1st lwlptul w,1v l'vl' fl1und tn 

help students is what I c;:ill thl' ,rnti workshop, m an L',L'rL·isL' b,1scd appm,Kh to 

deep revision. l<ather them dirl'ctlv klling a studL'nt \\'rill'r \\ h,11 In dl) \() ,1 piece, I 

suggl'st exercises to lw d()11L' "in thl' m,irgins." The L',L'rcisl's m,1,· rl'-.ult in tL',t thzit 

nl'Vl'r bl'cornes part of thl' storv dirccth', but it will inf()rm tlw ,nikr's undnstc1r1d­

ing of the work nonetheless. 

For l'XJrnpll', SdV th.1t the rl'bti()nship bl'l\,·,,cn twn ch,ir,1ell'rs ,1 nwtlwr and a 

daughter-is undevelopl'd. /\ w11rblwp \\'!luld p!lint this llltl ,rnd prnb,1bh· make 

rL'ComrnL'ndations on how it niuld hl' liwd. But .in l'\l'rcisc b,bl'd ,1pprn,1eh to deep 

revision dol'sn't prl'suml' to ll'II \'llll, tlw writer, what t() dll (or n!ll tll dll). lnstl'ad, 

your collt'agt.1l's would sugg,'st ,·,crcisl's th.1t would "L',plodc" opl'n the piece in 

order to give you a grl'atl'r undcrst,rnding nf the rL'bti()nship bctWL'l'n the two chm 

;:ictcrs and help you undL'rstrnd whdt to d() nL':\t-cven if tlw actual n'sults of the 

exercise never make it into the story. 

The point isn't to put a Band /\id ()Jl tlw st()rv at a weak spnt, hut instl'ad to put a 

metaphorical stick of dynamitl' there, to explode the piece in a way thJt teaches you 
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more, and more interesting, things about the piece than you were previously aware 
of. The goal: to trick you into pushing your material in fresh and surprising direc­
tions-by thinking small. (Thinking "big" when attempting revision can cause you 
to panic and get blocked; it also often results in contrived and labored prose.) Not 
incidentally, this approach eliminates the danger that the critic tries to rewrite the 
story in his or her own image. An exercise-based approach to deep revision enables 
the writer to go back into the piece and explore and learn for himself or herself. 

For example, one exercise suggestion could be for you to write five vignettes of 
the last five times the mother and daughter disagreed. Or, conversely, the last five 
times the mother and daughter agreed about something. By writing out these things, 
you will learn more about the relationship and more about the situation of the story. 
You might even learn how to fix the problem of the undeveloped relationship, or at 
least see your way to the next step. This is what an exercise-based approach to revi­
sion is all about: helping you see what can be done next without dictating such 
"fixes" to you. 

There are all sorts of exercises that one can do when working "in the margins." 
The important thing is to remember that much of what you generate with these 
types of device may not end up in the piece itself. But you'll almost certainly learn 
something about your material, and you might even-if you're lucky-get onto 
something exciting. And you shouldn't be alarmed if your piece ends up messier 
and less coherent than when you began. That's usually a good thing: the point of 
exercise-based revision isn't to copyedit, but to explore. 

AW ora ahout Constra-ints 

Contrary to what you might think, absolute freedom isn't always beneficial to cre­
ativity. Instead, what psychologists and scientists are finding is that constraints, or 
limits in choices, are often more conducive to creativity than the blank page or empty 

computer screen. 
"The more constraints one imposes, the more one frees oneself of the chains that 

shackle the spirit," wrote Igor Stravinsky, the composer, talking about this phenom­
enon. Which, of course, is what we do when we do exercises: we're imposing certain 
constraints on our ability to write. Instead of being told, "Write about anything," 
we're being told to write within a very particular context, one with constraints all 

around it. 
OULIPO is an entire movement based on this concept of constraints. Standing 

for the Ouvroir de Litterature Potentielle, or Workshop of Potential Literature, 
OULIPO is a group of writers and mathematicians whose members include Ray­
mond Queneau, Franc;ois Le Lionnais, Claude Berge, Georges Perec, and Italo 
Calvino. The idea behind OULIPO is to generate new works of literature based on 
puzzles and formulas-and constraints. For example, one of the most famous works 
to come out of the OULIPO movement is a novel by Georges Perec that was written 
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completely without the letter "e." Other OULIPO constraints include writing c1 piece 

based on only the letters th;:it m;:ike up your name, or by r;:indllmly choosing \vords 

out of a book. Any method th;:it limits ;:i writer's choices involves constr;:iints, ;:ind 

constraints can be very conducive to creativity. 
Constraints ;:ire import;:int when it comes to exercise--based re\ision al~o. because 

we're not advocating tot;:il freedom. We're not s;:iving, "Do ,mvthing at this point tu 

open up the text." We're usually giving some wrv specific instructions with tlw idea 

they will induce, not inhibit, the creative spark. 

EXERCISES 

As a way to categorize the various types of exercises !·ou can use du1ing the n'\·isi,in 

process, I have come up with four broad categories of constr;:iint: ,m;:il!ticalmwchan 

ical, creative, research-based, and chance-b;:ised. Exam.pies of each nve c1rt' listed 

below. The goal of this section is to inspire you to build :·our own exercises, r athn 

than depending on exercises from others. The more adept !·ou are at creating 

constraint-based writing activities, the closer you are to being able to tackle the re\i­

sion process on your own. 

Analytical / Mechanical Exercises 

These kinds of exercise are precisely that: tlwv analvze. These are good to do when 

your creative juices are running a little lmv and \·uu want to Lfo SL)mething. C\en if it 

starts out being mechanical. Because that's what happL'ns \\ ith these analytical L'xer­

cises: they start out slow and nwthodiL'al, but wry uftl'n tlw\· lead to lTL',1ti\e in:--pi 

ration, which is of course the point. RL'mL'mbL'r, this is not ,m L',clusiw list: thert an' 

many mechanical things you can do to a manuscript to jump start a 1t1roductin' re\·i -

sion session. 

• Retype the story (or a section of the stmy). Tlw simpk ,id of going un·r the piece 
word by word will spark new ideas. 

• Highlight all forms of "tu haw" and "to be." K\· repl,King them with more ,Ktive 
verbs, you can often see where this piece lacks movement or energy. 

• Highlight ;:ill "-ing" wrbs. Tlwn check L',1ch sentence for JwkwJrd svntax or 
umwn·ssary verbiage. Again, this is usu,1llv ,1 sign llf ,1 dcepl'r probkm, such as 
imprecise rendering of a key image or action. 

• Highlight all ;:ibstractions or generalities. (Juestion whl'ther the section hJs been 
adequately grounded in concrete sensory detail. 

• Examine all imagery (any object, person, or plact' described using one or more of 
the senses). Is it precise enough? Docs it push the reader toward an inevit;:iblc 
(and complex) emotional response? If not, focus and intensify. 

• Highlight all metaphors and similes. Make sure they add so111cthi11g to the story. 
J\lso make sure you're not owr rL·lying on them. Telling us what son1ething is like 
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before telling us what it is is often a sign you're having difficulty rendering some­
thing complex (an emotion or interaction) precisely on the page. 

• Read out loud and listen to the rhythm of the language. If you stumble, highlight 
the sentence. 

• Put the damn thing away for six months. 

Creative Exercises 

Most of the exercises in this book are creative. These are the ones that attempt to get 
the creative process going, to promote ideas and inspiration. There's literally no end 
to the creative exercises you can come up with: all of them involve constraints of 
some kind, and constraints are good for creativity. Some of my favorite creative exer­
cises are list-making ones, such as Things I Was Taught/ Things I Was Not Taught 
(p. 38) and Sins of Commission, Sins of Omission (p. 339). Or generating a handful 
of "moments" that fulfill a particular requirement, such as "the last five times this 
character felt rage" or "the last five times she made a mistake." Here are just a few 
of the creative constraints you can use to open up a piece for revision: 

• Change the point of view of the piece and rewrite. See what you learn. 

• Change the tense (from past to present, or vice versa). 

• Introduce a new character who summarizes what happens in his or her own 
words. 

• Write about an event in your character's past without which the current situation 
couldn't exist. 

• Write about the current situation from the point of view of a character looking 
back from ten years in the future. 

• Make a list of the things that won't happen to the characters as a result of this 
scene (situation) being enacted. 

• Describe physical aspects of the scene in great detail: the setting, the characters, 
the clothes, the food. Do this obsessively. Do not worry about whether it is 
interesting. 

• Describe a number of unrelated events occurring nearby as this scene unfolds. 

• Describe a number of unrelated events occurring far away as this scene unfolds. 

• Describe a prediction made in the past that this scene fulfills. 

• Change the setting to an unlikely place: for example, from Paris to Milwaukee. 
Adjust all details accordingly. 

• Describe the scene as each character would describe it in his or her diary, without 

editing. 

• Rewrite the scene as a "family legend" narrated by the child of one of the 

characters. 

• If narrative, rewrite as scene. 
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• If scene, rewrite as narrative. 

• Do ,my sort of "listing" exercise you can think up to learn about a character, place, 

or dramatic event. 

Research-Based Exercises 

Another category of exercises requires the writer to go out into the \\'orld and gather 

additional information. Established writers often use research tu help spark crcati\·e 

ideas. Again, this is just a representative sample-this list could go on and on. An>· 

thing that you can research at the library or on the Internet is fair game. 

• Find out ten facts about the place in which your story is set that you didn't know 
before. 

• Interview a person whose profession is being used in thL' stor\', and find llUt ten 
things about what the person does that you didn't know before. 

• Research five recipes that the people in the story \\'erL' eating (or cuuld han' been 
eating). 

• Find out ten things that were happening in the world at the same time as the 
story (they don't necessarily have to be in the storv; in fact, it's bettl'r if thc\·'re 
not). 

• Interview five people about what they would do if orw nf the en'nts uf the piece 
befell them. 

• Research the kind of music that would haw been pl,1\ing lln the radil1 at the time 
the piece is set. 

• Learn ten facts about the religion of one of the characters in your piece. 

• Research the type of salary and subsequent budget th,1t ~·nur rn.:1in charackr has. 

• Find out what was in the newspaper the da~' the ewnts in the piece transpired. 

Chance-Based Exercises 

Chance-based exercises arc based on l'\'l'nts th,1t can't be predicted but arc ran 

domly generi.lted or happened upon. Ch,11we bc1sL'd c;,,_crciscs arc e;,,_citing ,rnd inter­

esting because they open you up to possibilities that would never have occurred to 

you logically. 

• Go tu your bookshelf and pick out the third book from the right. OpL'n to the 
third chapter; write down the first, third, seventh, ,rnd ninth words in tlw chap 
ter; and write several paragraphs for vour piece based on that combination of 
words. 

• Take c.1 wc.1lk c.1round the block. Make wh,1tever happens (or doesn't happen), or 
whc.1tcwr you observe, the basis for ,1 freewrite that you can include in your piece. 

• Make a list of all the things that happcnt'd to you this week that surprised you. Do 
a freewrite on one of them that might be relevant to your piece. 
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• Go out to a cafe or other place where you can hear people talking. Write down a 
conversation you hear and then do a freewrite based on it. 

• Turn on the radio to a music channel and wait until the fifth song comes on. Do 
a freewrite based on your associations with the song. 

• Roll a die. Whatever number you get, take that many steps outside your door and 
do a freewrite based on what you immediately see. 

• Do a freewrite based on the third phone call you get in a given day (if it's a tele­
marketer, so be it). 

• Turn to page 6 (or page 10, or whatever) of your local newspaper and do a 
freewrite based on one of the articles you find there. 

• Flip a coin. If you get heads, go someplace you wouldn't ordinarily go and do a 
freewrite based on what happens to you there. If you get tails, go to a familiar 
place and ditto. 

Revis-ion Exam.p1e 

The following texts constitute three versions of the same story, by Jan Ellison, so you 
can see the extent of a true revision. First is the germ of the story, which is very short, 
very succinct, less than 1,000 words; following that is the first draft of the "real" 
story; and then, finally, the finished story as it was published in the New England 
Review. You can see how some scenes are the same and some descriptions are the 
same, but by the final draft it's a completely different story, expanded, fully devel­
oped. The names of the characters have been changed, and we now have the sense 
of a narrator with a current life of her own (husband, kids) looking back on her life. 

"Germ" of Story (written in response to an exercise) 

When I think of Jamie today, I see him in a staggering, energetic drunk, deliv­
ering to me the gift of a tall potted plant. He said nothing, only stumbled into 
my apartment, placed the plant in the center of the room and left without clos­
ing the door. He was back in ten minutes with another. Then another, and 
another, all the time saying nothing, only smiling a wild, hilarious smile. He 
was stealing the plants from the lobby of the hotel across the street. I laughed 
and accepted his gifts. Finally he tripped and fell and passed out in the middle 
of the living room, amidst a modest forest of green. I curled up next to his 
heavy brown body, my hands in his white-blond hair, and we slept. In the 
morning he was gone. That was his way. But I knew where to find him. Him 
and Freddie. Because always, there was Freddie, too. 

Jamie and Freddie shared a room the size of a walk-in closet, in a stale, dank 
apartment in King's Cross, on a street where all the squalor of Sydney collected, 
where the wasted young whores swayed, in doorways, to and fro, to and fro, 
where the bars were, where we drank every night. Jamie and Freddie drank 
martinis and at first I pretended to but I couldn't get to like them so I drank 
draught beer in pints. We always sat at the bar. They played Bob Dylan on the 
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jukebox and time seemed ditfrrl'nt, not at all import,rnt. 1\ftl'r\\'ard, 1 ~lt•pt \\'ith 

Jamie on his mattress on thl' flllllr. We rustlt'd ,rnd rubbt·d ,rnd :-,rwaked siknt 
orgasms with half our clotlws on, ,md ah,·,w'.'> tlwrt' \\',l"- thl' "-Pund l1f Frt'ddit•'s 

breathing across the room, lll1 thl' m,1ttrt•:-,:-, ,1g.1in:-,t tlw otlwr \\ ,111, in the niom 

no bigger than a walk-in closet. 
When I think of m:':-,e]f ,1t thc1t time I '.--l'L' a prdure thl',. tlll1k llf nw---r ·sed 

out drunk in my black g,Hl/t' drL''.--S, on !amit•':-, mattre:-,:-, lll1 the flol1r. \1\' bl.KJ­

hair is splayed out bt'i,ind nw on a stai1wd pillo\\' \\'ith no C,1'.--L', and thl,'\' ha\'l' 

placed a six-pack of beer ne,t to my head and <1 p,1ek llt c1g,1rl'ltL''.--on my bell\·. 

I don't know now what they mec1nt b:· that; wlwthL'r it nw,rnt tht·\· InlKkL·d me 

or loved me. At the time I didn't care; I was one of them; I was a part of it; I 
belonged. 

We were drunk e,·erv night and the thing I regrl'l 11ll\\' j.., nPt th~t it \\'L'nt lln 
so long but that it didn't go long or \\'ild ern1ugh. I :-,]1l1l1k Ptt m,· hl'T'l,gl,, er t'ffl..-h 

morning and left them to go home tom,· apartment, tl1 ~1ll\\ L'r ,md cl,angt' and 

go off to my typing job, while tht':· slept the nwrnin,~ ,n,·,1,. their :-,\\'L't'l bL1dit''.-­

heavy and still, and woke at noon for a beer. That is what I missed, and what 
can't be gotten back now, not now with two small children and one on the way 
and a house-a house about which people say, oh, it's so beautiful, did you 
pick out all the colors yourself? 

My friends, the ones I'd traveled to Australia with, said: "You can't keep 
doing this. You're getting uglv. You're not ,·otirSt'lf., ou·re drunk L'\ t•n· ni~ht 

and you didn't show up for our dinner party." It \\·,1s :-,l1nwthing thL'\ 'd agn·ed 

upon, to face me across the coffee tablL, in their ~~ri:-,tine Ii, ing fl)l)m in tl1'·ir 

pristine apartment in the compln \\'ith a securit,· punchp,1l1 ,1t the g,1lt'. Tl~·ir 

warning worked on nw like white noise; most!\· I igrhwed it, but lll1CL' in ,1\\'hilt' 
it broke through and workt•d its \\',1\' into the hil,1rity l,f th,1t time, m,1king nw 

pause and wonder. Tlw fun Wt' h,1d felt likt' happi1wss, it did, ,rnd I \\',1s nl1t prt'­

pared to give it up. So I kt•pt going out tl, the b.irs tl, find ],1miL' ,rnd FrL·ddit', 
and when the bars closed I sprinted or :-,tumbkd l,r \\ ,1:-, ,-,uriL'd. b,1ck tl) their 

apc1rtnwnt wlwn.' I skpt on the d,1mp m,1ttn•s:-, \\'ith ],1111iL'. curkd intl, his L1rge 

swl'l't body. Alw<1vs tlwre \\',b Freddie, Pn tlw m,1ttre:-,:-, ,1t the l,tlwr L'nd pf the 

room, breathing. 
Only onl' night it h,1pperwd th,1t I \\',1S thl're \\'ith FreddiL', llll the l1tlwr m,1t­

tress, just sitting, ,111d then v\'l' \\'l'l'e kissing, this l)f1L' deq, ll1ng-rt'mL'mbl'rL'-i 

kiss, our tongul's and our fingL'rs tilled up \\'ith bPP/l', tlw nwnH1n· of th,1t kiss, 
too, filll'd up with boP/e, pdritied undn h,11f ,1 dP/l'l1 m,irtini:-, ,111d kn pints of 

bel'r. So it gtws on, th.it kiss, tlw PIW that L'ilhcr lw Pr I L't1Lkd bec,ltrSL' tlwrL' \\·,1s 

Jamil', on his m,1ttn·ss ,1g,1inst tlw Plhl'J' w,111, in the l'llll!l1 th,1t \\',1S no biggL'r 

than a walk-in closet, in a dank apartment in King's Cross, where all the 
squ,1lor of Svdnev gatlwred for the long, long p,Ht\', there \\',ls J,1mie, s,1ving 

"Hey," ,it first, !trnghing, tlwn "I k,·," loudl'J', nwn· confused, then "Hl'y!" a 

third tirnl', until we stopped. Stopping it was ,111 ,Kl of will, ,111 ad against 

n,1ture. I c,111 fl'l'l it still, tlw dr,1g of his lips on mine, the intl'ntion of that kiss to 

go on to its reckless conclusion. hl'ddie whispen·d something aftL'rwards, 
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some incoherent words that I remembered then and that I wish I could remem­
ber now. 

In the morning the kiss was not remembered. At least we never spoke of it. 
Still, I imagine it to be the moment I lost them, the moment that the trip north, 
the drunk trip in the rusted green van they bought for a thousand dollars, up 
through Queensland and the Gold Coast to the hot wastelands around Darwin, 
before the van gave out, it seemed the moment it was decided that the trip 
would belong in their memories but not in mine, except as an emptiness. 

First Draft: working title 'Jimmy and Ray" 

I met Jimmy on a bus tour on the east coast of New Zealand in a great rain 
storm. He and his best friend Ray were on a bus tour south, I was on the same 
tour but headed north, and we ended up in the same tiny bar in the same tiny 
town in this tremendous storm. I had ridden alone that morning on a rented 
bicycle three miles along a dirt path to the glacier and on the way back it began 
to rain. I headed straight into the bar without stopping to fix up my hair and 
there they were drinking martinis at eleven o'clock in the morning. Jimmy was 
tall and fair-haired with clear innocent eyes and a lovely face. Ray was smaller 
and darker and not at all handsome. He had a look of distrust about him, but he 
shared with Jimmy a Southern drawl that seemed inviting and I went right up 
behind them and ordered a drink. Jimmy moved over to make a place between 
them and that was the beginning. We drank for two hours and watched the rain 
and once in a while my knee would knock up against Jimmy's beneath the bar. 
Then my bus was going north and theirs was going south and I almost changed 
directions and went with them but I thought the better of it. What with Jimmy 
being the one I wanted to knock knees with and Ray being the one I wanted to 
talk to I thought I better get back on my bus and go north. 

It was October when I bumped into them again. I walked into a bar in Sydney, 
where I'd been living for a few months, and there they were drinking martinis. 

"You again," Ray said. 
"Have a drink!" Jimmy bellowed out. They were already drunk and in good 

spirits. 
We drank until the bars closed, then Jimmy walked me home and stayed the 

night on the couch. He was like that, a true Southern gentleman, even after 
eight straight hours of drinking. My roommates didn't like a guy passed out on 
the couch so after that we passed out at the flat in King's Cross that he shared 
with Ray and a half dozen other guys and their backpacks. There was always 
someone sleeping on the couch there and nobody cared. 

It was easy to love Jimmy because he expected nothing and because we were 
always with Ray and we were always drunk or on our way there. There was no 
requirement to make conversation or to get to know each other in some essen­
tial way, only the necessity of showing up at the bar, where he would be drink­
ing with Ray, and Bob Dylan would be on the jukebox and I could slide in 
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between them and order a beer on their t,1b. They put e\·crything on one of their 

father's credit cards and the bills were paid back home. 

We got drunk in the bars all over King's Cross and Wooloomooloo and Circu­
lar Quay and when it got really hot in lkccmbcr, Wl' celebrated with a case of 
beer and a ferry ride over to Manly for a long day at the beach. At dusk we 
played fnsbee and watched the sea go from green to indigo to black and then 
when it was very dark and we were very drunk we went for a last hilarious 
swim in huge waves that ought to han' sc,ired me but that did not. That whole 
time was like that; I ought to have been afraid, or worried c1bout my health or 
my safety or my reputation, but I was not. I w,1s safe and drunk ,rnd happ\· and 
what I regret was not the time we wasted but that it all ended too soon. 

We caught the last ferry home and stumbled back to their flat, arms linked 
with me in the middle, and I slept with Jimmy on his mattress (1n thL' floor. \\'e 

rustled and rubbed and sneaked silent orgasms with half our cluthe'.--on, and 
there was the sound of Ray's breathing a few feet away, on the mattress a~in::-t 
the other wall, in the room no bigger than a walk-in clo::-t't. Laid L'nd-to-end the 
two mattresses covered the whole floor. There was a poster of Faye Dunaway 
and Mickey Rourke in Barfly on one wall; there were clothes strewn about and 
a half a bottle of whiskey and that was all. 

Jimmy was a drinker without angst, without remorse, without resolutions. I 
loved his sweet brown skin and his lctrge lumbering frame ,md I llln·d not lo\·­
ing him, not needing to imagine a future with him. I knew almost nothing 
about him, only that he grew up in the South, in R,11t'igh, th,1t hi'.--p,1rents had a 
summer house on the beach, that he went to college close to home and joined a 
fraternity and did lots ()f drugs. I knew that lw \\·as ,1 drinkL'r likl' me, a drinker 
who would always say what the hell and have another. Later, it would work 
that way for me with babies, so that one after another they came, every two 
years, until my house filled up with littll' b()dics, ,md still it \\'()uld seem a ~nod 
idea to have another, if only to L'\.periL'ncc ()Jll' [,1st tinw th,1t perfectly dean 
smell, that absolute sense of ownership, that soft head under my chin in the 
dead of night. 

Jimmy w,1s a st,1ggeri11g, crwrgl'tic drunk. l )ne night, just ,1ftcr we'd md again 
in Sydney, he stumbled int() mv ,1p,1rtnwnt ,md dclin·rt•d to me the gift of a tall 
potted pl,rnl. He s,1id nothing, only pt1eed the pl,mt in the center of the room 
and left without closing the door. He was back in ten minutes with another. 
Then another ,ind ,mother. SwL\lt broke oul on his fnn·lwad. I le said nothing, 
only smiled ,1 wild, hil,1rious smih-. I le was stc,1ling the pl,rnts from the lobby 
of the hotl'i ,Kross thl' slrl'l't. I laughed ,md ,1l'Cl'pted his gifts. hnc1lly he trippe'd 
and fl'il c1nd passed out in thl' middle of tlw living room amidst thl' greenery. I 
curled into his big brown body and we slept. In the morning he was gone, but 
I knew where to find him. 

Jimmy knew somdhing about being kind to women. He held doors open for 
me; he made' me drink c1 gl,1ss of milk bdoa' bed to slave off the hangover; he 
tucked the sheet around me if I passed out first. 
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Sometimes he was the one to pass out first. 
I wanna get drunk, he'd yell, knocking his head against the wall when Ray 

and I had dragged him home from the bars. 
Lay down, I'd say, you're already drunk. 
Am I? he'd say with a grin full of straight white teeth. 
Then he'd fall down on the bed and close his blue, bloodshot eyes and go to 

sleep. 

I never asked what he studied in college, or what he planned to do when the 
trip was over, or whether he had ever been in love. 

It was Ray I wanted to understand; it was Ray who'd been damaged. Ray 
was dark and swarthy and all his features seemed bunched up into the middle 
of his face. He lived right on the edge of ugly but to talk to him was to know 
something about danger and privilege and heartbreak; to talk to him was to 
want to heal him or win him. When he was drunk he talked to me about 
Annalee, Annalee the beauty, with red hair down to her butt riding around in 
her yellow convertible in the fall. She always drove, he said, Always. Annalee 
had a cocaine habit; she stole money from him and then left him for her 
mother's boyfriend. But when he spoke about her it was with reverence; he had 
not forgiven her but he had not yet given her up. Something about that made 
me want to make him see other women in the world; it made me want to make 
him see me. 

In March, when the rains began again, Jimmy and Ray made plans for a trip 
north. They bought a rusted green van with a bed in the back, and though I'd 
been there with them all through that raucous, timeless summer, in the flat and 
in the bars and on the beach and on the dirty mattress at the end of that room 
that was no more than a walk-in closet, with Jimmy and his sweet brown belly 
and his clear blue eyes and his gentle talk, with Ray at the other end of the room 
snoring like only a drunk can snore; even though I'd been right in the center of 
all that, somehow it became clear that I would not be going on the trip north. 
The bed in the back of the van could only sleep two. 

"There's the front seat," I finally said. 
Jimmy said, "Ah, c'mon Cath." His voice was soft with apology. 
Ray said, "No fuckin' way. It's a guy thing." 
I stuck my tongue out at him and he smiled. 

The day they left was gray and rainy, like all the days that followed. We stood 
on the sidewalk while they piled their backpacks and their tent and an arsenal 
of booze in the van. Jimmy came and stood behind me. His hands were warm 
on the back of my neck. I was trying to think of something flip to say. 

"Well, see ya," I said, and it came out angry. I gave him a hug, but not a kiss 
and I didn't give Ray a good-bye at all. I walked off before they got in the van 
so I wouldn't be the girl standing on the wet sidewalk waving good-bye. 

I told myself: It was because I was broke and they were tited of buying my 
drinks. It was because they imagined the women they would meet on the open 
road, Australian women with darling accents, blond hair, skin still brown from 
summer. It was because I had played the game badly, had pretended for too 
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long that I didn't want to go on the trip, that I didn't haw the monev, that I had 
to work. Right up to that last morning, I expected tht>m to change their minds, 
to say Ah, c'mon Cath, gl't your stuff, as if my invitation had simplv been on•r­

looked. 
But there was also this: There was one deep long-rememben·d kiss on the 

wrong side of the room on the wrong dirty threadh,1re mattress, with Ray. 

This is what I remember about the night it happl'nl'd: Jimm~; wears a T-shirt 
over his big shoulders. The T-shirt is barely hanging on his hody· and I remL'm­
ber something about that, that we ripped it during the party at the flat that 
night, not in a rage or a passion but just because there had been a tiny· hole, just 
above his right nipple, and I began to tear and it ture and tore _.nd e\'er>·o1w 
joined in and then someone poured a beer over our heads. \Ve didn't take 
offense, nobody did, not ever during all those nwnths. At some point in the 
night my roommates came by; three lovely girls with bare muscular caln•s, 
short skirts, high heels. When they arrived, for somL' reason I had a paper hag 
over my head. They stayed only a few minutes, time for one gin and tonic each, 
then they headed off to a club to go dancing, leaving the boys che,1ted and nw 
relieved. 

Somehow at the end of the night I was sitting crnss-lt'gged on Ra,·'s mattress, 
facing him and that poster of Mickey Rourke. I was watching \tid,L'\' for a sign. 
Then the tips of my fingers were touching the tips of R,1\'' son both hands, then 
we were leaning into each other, then WL' were k.issing, this 01w long b,)oz:-,· nec­
essary kiss. Jimmy said "Hey," at first with laughter in his voice, then "Hey," 
louder, then "Hey!" a third time, and this tinw lw \\·,1s standing on·r us yelling 
so we stopped. Stopping it was like the pain of coming tq.~ out of ,1 deep, dream­
less sleep when your baby cries in the night. Ra:-,· whispered sonwthing to me as 
we pulled away from each other, soml' words th,1t I understood and cherishl'd 
and then forgot and that I can never get back. 

In the morning, neither of them remembered. At least it was never men­
tioned. Still, I imagi1w it to be the monwnt I lost tlwm, the monwnt that the trip 
north-the drunk trip in the green ,·,m thc:-,1 bought tor ,1 thousand doll.lrs, up 
through (Jueensland ,rnd tlw Cold Co,1st, ,111 the v\',1\' up to the hot \\',1Stl'l,mds 
around Darwin ,1nd then on down along the Wl'St coast it seenwd to bL' the 
moment thc1t the trip ,1round the whole of i\ustr,1li,1 in a rustl'd grl'l'n ,·an 
became a thing that would take place without me. 

Final Story; published in New England Rev,ew 

JAN ELLISON 

The Company of Men 

FOR A FEW YEARS I IIAD IN MY POSSESSION two rain slickl'rS that smelll'd of 

whiskey and cigarettes and aftershavl'. They were cherry-red and lined with fleece, 

and I kept them in a cardboard box on a shelf above the toilet in thl' tiny apartment 
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where I lived alone. Then when I was about to be married and I wanted to be rid of so 

many failings, so many unhelpful habits and longings, when I believed the past could 
no longer inform me, I threw the slickers into the Goodwill pile and lost them forever. 
Now what is left is a single photo I return to now and then, of two young men in 
bright red coats hitchhiking under a darkened sky. 

I met them first on my last full day in New Zealand, after I'd rented a bike and rid­
den three miles up a dirt path to touch my fingers to a glacier. It began to rain, and by 
mid-morning when I got back down to the village, I was soaked through to my bra. 
My bus for Christchurch wasn't leaving until one, and across from the bus depot was 

a pub. Inside there was a fire in the fireplace and two young men-Jimmy and Ray­
standing at the bar in their rain slickers drinking martinis. Ray was stocky and dark, 
with a sunken torso, small eyes, and a huge, humped nose. His hair was thin and 
black above a high, smooth forehead, and all his features seemed bunched up in the 
middle of his face. Jimmy was taller and fair, with square shoulders and fine blue 
eyes. 

His hair curled at his ears and at the nape of his sunburned neck. There was some­
thing loopy, almost accidental about the way Jimmy stood in his frame, as if he were 
blind to the effect his size and good looks might have-the effect they were having­
on a wet girl standing in the doorway of a bar seven thousand miles from home. 

I'd been traveling alone for a year, since I finished college, through Europe and 
India and Southeast Asia, and I'd just spent a month at the northernmost tip of the 

North Island picking tomatoes in the sun for minimum wage, eating cheese sand­
wiches, and sleeping alone in a pitch-black room of empty bunks. It came to me sud­

denly as I stood in the doorway of the bar that l was sick of the struggle in it-sick of 
crouching in the sun, sick of taking it all in, of making notes on yellow legal pads, of 
stumping across rock and snow in my boots and across sand and kelp and coral and 
wet grass in my worn-down Tevas. It was not exactly loneliness I wanted to banish as 
I crossed the bar toward them but a kind of self-imposed austerity, a compulsion to 
justify the experience, to tear meaning from it, to bring something home. It was the 
days of weighty, maturing experiences strung together one after another in what 
seemed to me then a long stretch without a flirtation, a debate, a convergence-a 

black-out drunk. 
Jimmy and Ray had just graduated from the University of North Carolina and 

they were on a tour of New Zealand and Australia and maybe Bali or Kathmandu. 
Under their rain slickers, they dressed the way they must have dressed back home, in 
jeans and leather loafers and button-down shirts, and they drawled when they 
talked. They addressed me as y'all, which made me feel oddly important, as if I car­
ried with me the authority of a secret entourage. We drank five fast rounds together 
while the rain beat the window and the mud slid off the hill outside into a great 
brown puddle. In the distance were the white tips of the glacier rising up out of a 

black mass of cloud. 
While we drank, Jimmy rested his hand against the small of my back and Ray told 

me about his girl back home-a redhead who'd stolen his money and broken his 
heart. When it was time for me to go-when the exhaust was shooting from the back 
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of the bus and the faces of passengers began to appear in the windows behind the 

drenching rain-the wish to stay had hardened into longing. But I had a half-price 

ticket to Sydney in the morning and my tourist visa was about to expire. 
"Y'all need to stay and drink with us," Jimmy said, as I stood and dropped a 

twenty on the bar. He picked it up and stuck it in the back pocket of my jeans. He 
downed his martini, put the toothpick between his teeth, and leaned in toward me, so 

close I could feel his boozy breath in my eyelashes. I slipped off the oliw and held it 

between my teeth, then passed it back to him in an almost-kiss. 

"You're still wet," he said. He slipped off his rain slicker. 
"Don't give her that, you loser," Ray said. 
"Easy boy," Jimmy said. Then he shrugged and slipped the coat back owr his own 

shoulders. I stuck my tongue out at Ray and walked from the bar into the rain and got 

on the bus. 
Everywhere in Sydney I saw people I knew. I'd step out of an underground station 

into the sun, and there would be a girl from my freshman dorm, sitting at a bus stop, 

or the married man I'd been with in London the year before, ducking into a cab. My 
arm would shoot into the air to flag them down, then when they turned toward me, 

the people I knew vanished into the puzzled faces of strangers. The idea of going 
home was always with me, but there were good reasons not to. My father had mm·ed 
out again, before I'd left, and I suspected this time it was for good. "At some point 

things have to be admitted," was what he'd said, not to my mother but to me. I knew 

I was making it easy for him, staying away, gi,·ing up the cause, but the time and dis­

tance had muted my sense of responsibility. It had lulled me into belieYing my 
mother might be only heartsick and sad, not despairing, not desperate. 

I moved into a flat with three German girls who'd been hackpad.ing around the 

world together for a year. They hardly spoke English and that made it easy; there was 
no pretending we would take up as friends. I signed up ,1t a temp agency--one that 
didn't check work visas and paid in cash e\'l'ry· Friday. The agenc,· found me a six­
month assignment, typing for an insur,mce companv in the city. The work was dull 
but the money ·,,.,as good ,md I buckled into it. In my sp,1re time I renewed my long­

standing self-improvement campaign. I quit smoking and stayed out of the bars; I 

workL'd on my typing speed; I wrote down words I didn't know on velluw legal pads 
and looked them up in tlw diction,uy in the libr,1ry on my \\',l\" home. horn the library 

I'd wc1lk through the pc1rk, past thl' pub at Wuolloomuuloo ,md up on'r the hill to 
King's Cross. I'd buy myself ,1 f.il,1fl'I ,rnd sit at the fountain in the square, watching the 
hookc>rs in the doorways, the h,1ckp,1ckl'rs ,rnd tourists and solitary businessmen mov­

ing in and out of the strip joints and clubs, the restaur,mts and shops and seedy bars. 
I wc1s t,1ken up in the changl' of seasons, thl' shift from the misty rains of May into 

the flat gray cold of what was summL'r h,Kk home. Then the holidays approached and 

the dc1ys began to lengthen and grow hot ,md L'Xpl'ctc1nt. On the last day of my typing 

job, I took the long way homl' through thl' park and stopped ,1t the railing overlook­

ing Sydney Harbor. The Opera House glowed white and magnificent in the distance, 
the water glistened, and a full blue moon floc1ted low in the sky. I was filled up with 

a vast emptiness, a glorious freedom, and as always I was careful to stay there and 
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treasure it, to take it all in. But what can you do with a feeling like that? It was like 

other solitary moments during those years of traveling-it was the Himalayas at 
dusk after a cold day walking alone, it was the deck of a freighter on the Adriatic Sea 
at sunrise, it was Paris under a velvet snowfall. It was manufactured and overly pri­

vate and tiresome. The other murkier moments meant more, finally, the dramas that 
began for the most part in bars, when the swirling motion of the evening would 
straighten itself and alight on a human form and there was suddenly the possibility 
not just of desire, and of being desired, but of a story of poverty or addiction or 
betrayal. There was the promise of some new knowledge-the shape of an ear, the 
smell of musk-or a shift in one's view of oneself in the world. 

I started walking again, fast now through the park, and when I got to the bar at 
Woolloomooloo I went right in, sat down on an empty stool, and ordered myself a 
pint. Bob Dylan was on the jukebox. I sang along to "Like a Rolling Stone" and ran 
my hands over the smooth wood of the bar. I thought I heard my name, but I was 

done with phantoms and I kept my head steady. I cupped my beer between my 
hands. Then there was the heat of a body behind me, and sudden hands on my shoul­
ders, and I turned and it was Jimmy. 

"Hey, Catherine," he said. He took the seat on one side of me and Ray took the seat 

on the other. I turned toward Ray. He looked at me deadpan and stuck out his 
tongue. I stuck out mine and we both laughed, as if this was the way we'd greeted 
each other every Friday night for a decade. It encouraged me, Ray's laughter, but it 
unnerved me, too. He was so ugly, so private, until his face was thrown open with 
that laugh. Then he was all teeth and bright eyes, his forehead wrinkling like linen. 
What I learned, though, was that he could close down again in an instant and make 

me wonder what I'd done. 
Jimmy opened a tab on Ray's dad's card and ordered us all martinis, and we 

started drinking hard and fast. Ray began to talk. 
"So this girl, Jasmine, back in Raleigh. The reason we're here?" He said it like a 

question. "Her house was next to mine growing up. Jimmy's was three doors down. 
She was just punky, a tomboy. Then she lets her hair grow out and she has these 
green eyes that look like contacts. Junior year in high school, she gets a '67 Mustang 
convertible for her birthday and we paint it up for her. Yellow like she asked for. 

"'Yellow like ladyslipper,' was what she said." 

"She was into flowers and shit," Jimmy said. 
"Yeah, but only yellow," Ray said. "She planted up her whole front yard with 

them-roses and tulips and whatever. They even wrote it up in the paper, with her 
picture and all in a yellow dress. Then she went off to Brown and her mom s0ld the 
house and we didn't see her for a while. Until bingo. She turns up last summer on the 

Cape, and she's still got the car. Jimmy was down in Miami working on a boat so it 
was just me and Jasmine, staying up all night doing coke, driving around in the Mus­
tang. And in the back seat she's got all these pots she made on a potting wheel in 

school, like dozens of them, all planted up with yellow flowers." 
Ray stared straight ahead as he talked, at the orderly rows of bottles lined up on 

the bar. He paused and took a swig of his martini. 
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"So what happened?" I said. 
''Well so sht' transfers to Carolina, right, for senior year? And we spend the whole 

year pretty much together, and we're talking about moving to New York aftl'r grad­
uation. I was dealing, so I knew I could get us an apartment and everything. Then 

right after finals, she takes five thousand bucks out of the stash in my room and splits. 

She just drives her car out to California and hooks up with soml' professor dude­

he's ancient, like forty, and he's gotten a job out there-and the way I find out about 

the whole deal is she sends me a postcard." 
"My God, there must have been signs," I said to Ray. "To just take off and lea\·e 

like that." 
"Maybe. But I never had times like that with anybody," Ray said. 

"Except me," Jimmy said. 
"Even you, Jimmy my boy." 
I'd been listening to Ray with my elbows up on the bar and my chin in m:' hand, 

with the intensity that can come over you when you'\·e had a lot to drink. His st-er:· 

seemed strange and sad and unforgettable. While Ray talked, Jimmy kept the drinks 
coming and he let the back of his hand fall against my arm on the bar. He let his thigh 

rub against my knee beneath it. This seemed to be the arrangement. With the drinks 
and the roving hands and the sweet eyes and the good looks, Jimmv's role was to 

draw people to the two of them, and Ray's-with his stories and his mournful e:·es­
was to keep them there. He would keep us there until finally we could not bear to 

hear the story again, then Jimmy would rescue us, with a drink or a song or a wild run 

in the dark through the park. 
"Fucking A!" Jimmy said now from the jukebox. Ht' slapped his hands against the 

glass and dropped in some coins. Neil Young's "Sug,1r Mountain" canw on and he 

came and sat close beside me and Ray stopped talking whilL' Jimmy and I sang. The 

song was suddenly something that was ours alone-we both knew l'\'ery singk 
line-and Ray would not join in. WhL'n we pressed him lw said, "I dLm't sing," as if 
singing were a habit he'd long since outgrown. 

Jimmy and I sang it over ,md over, and aftl'r a while R1v and his story Sl'L'nwd to 

recede until tlwa' w,1s only Jimmy ,md me and those lvric• ,md tlw "moky blue glory 
of the bar. My final nwmory of th,1t first night is of standing ,1t the jukebox at last call, 

trying hard to fit a quMtl'r into tlw slot so we could sing th,1t song one last time. The 

next morning, I woke up fully dressed under the covers with my shm's plc1ced neatly 
next to tlw bed. There was no obvious e\·idL'tKe of intimacy -no chafing or fluids or 
foreign smells. There wasn't a phone number eitlwr, nothing inked on my palm or 

scribbled on a n,1pkin c1nd lucked into my sock. I spent the dc1y sleeping off my hang­

over and waking from linw to time to wonder how I might track tlwm down-Jimmy 
and Ray- I didn't know their last names. When I finally got up and showered, it was 

late aftnnoon, and the Cerman girls wne watching TV. I started a letter to my 
mother. I wrote things I knew she'd likl'; I'd saved some money, I was getting along 

with my roomm,1les, I was enjoying the neighborhood-all the shops, the square, the 

outdoor cafes. She didn't need to know that it wc1s the seedy heart of thl' red light dis-
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trict, that the streets were lined with drug dealers and prostitutes and strip joints and 
bars. I started a letter to my father and crumpled it up and threw it away. It was the 
first of many letters to him that I started and never finished, or finished and never 
sent. I was afraid to lose the closeness we'd had, but contact with him seemed duplic­
itous-an encouragement or even a betrayal. 

At six o'clock, Jimmy lumbered in through the open door of the apartment with a 
tall potted plant held against his chest. The trunk was flung over his shoulder and the 
branches swept along the carpet behind him. He dropped the plant to the ground, 
spilling potting soil onto the worn white shag. His eyes were closed to half slits and 
there was a look of deep concentration on his face. He seemed especially large in the 
narrow white room and his cheeks were full of color beside the pale German girls, 
who carefully moved their eyes from the television set to him. 

"What are you doing there, sir?" I said. 
" 'Liverin' you a gif," he said, and he walked out the door. I went to the window 

and watched him. He staggered across the street into the lobby of the old Rex Hotel 
and emerged again with a plant under each arm. Then he was back in the apartment 
to deliver them, and still the Germans said nothing. When he left again, they began to 
murmur amongst themselves, and when he returned with two more plants, they 
smiled at him and then at me and they actually laughed. 

He made a dozen trips, each time pinching a plant or two without anyone seem­
ing to notice and dropping them heavily in the center of our living room floor. Finally 
he sat down hard on a bare patch of carpet, crossed his legs Indian style, and gave me 
a triumphant grin made up of perfect white teeth. Then he closed his eyes and his 
body tipped backward and his head landed on the ground with a thump. 

He was too heavy to move. All we could do was straighten his legs and lay his 
arms over his chest. Later, when the German girls had gone t0 sleep, I brought out a 
pillow and blanket and lay down next to him. His shirt was pulled up out of his jeans 
and I put my palm on his stomach and touched the fuzzy blond hairs around his belly 
button. His stomach was not exactly fat, but it was not so firm as to suggest vanity or 
self-discipline, two qualities that at that time I found unpleasant in a man. I ran the 
back of my hand over his sunburned cheek. He smelled of booze and smoke and the 
kind of aftershave frat boys wore in college. It was a smell that reminded me of fast, 

haphazard sex. 
I curled into him, into the sheer size of his body. There was heat in the places 

where our bodies touched and the moment seemed simple and absolutely complete. 
It stayed that way between us. I never knew what he thought about most things, 
whether he had grave opinions about the economy or the nature of men or the exis­
tence of God. The things he knew about-football, sailboats, the business of manufac­
turing heavy equipment-couldn't power a conversation between us. We were rarely 
alone and we were almost always drunk, so there was never a requirement to get to 
know each other in an essential way; there was no imagined future. We were free of 
the heaviness I had so much of in college and later, when you announce to yourself 
and the world that you've met someone special and then you must stay the course. 
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You must whisper into the night ,md you must embrace his terrible flaws-the dan­

druff at his temples, his tL'ndencv to speak rudely to waitresses, his inclination to 

overdress. 
With Jimmy it was simply about putting "Sugar Mountain" on the jukebox and 

letting our thighs touch undn thl' bar. It was about talking to Ray and drinking and 

letting time pass without clutching it or measuring it. It wasn't about ideas; it was 
about the weight and heat of a body against your own. I felt something like it again 

when I held my firstborn in my arm.s. The simple phvsical fact of her mo\'ed me-her 

button chin and the fleshy lobe of ear, her head smooth and blond as sand, her milky 

breath against my face. 
After that first night, the Germans mo\'ed the plants onto the balcony of the apart­

ment, and with muted hand gestures and apologetic smiles, made it clear the!·'d pre­

fer it if Jimmy didn't make a habit of passing out on our li\·ing room floor. So we took 
to passing out at the flat just off the square that Jimmy shared with Rav and a half­

dozen other backpackers-mostly Kiwis on summer holidays-who canw and went. 
I was happy in that scrappy flat-the stained green sofa, the tinv kitchenette stocked 
with beer and tomatoes and sometimes an a\·o,ado or a lime, the walk-in closet 

where Jimmy and Ray slept on bare mattresses that, laid end-to-end, reachL'd the 
entire length of the room. There was a collection of emptv whiskev bottles in one cor­
ner, two fishing poles in the other, and their open backpacks in the center, overflow­

ing with clothes. Taped to the wall over Jimmy's bed were photos of their trip so far; 

Jimmy and Ray in wet underwear beside a lake in the sun, Jimmy and Rav climbing 
a mountain trail in their loafers, Jimmy and Ray in their rain slickers, hitchhiking 

under a darkened sky. 
We got drunk every night, mostly in the Cwss, sometimes down at Wool­

loomooloo or The Rocks. We'd sleep until noon and tlwn hL·ad out for lunch and start 

drinking all over again. I had enough morwv san•d that l could han' picked up a 
round or two from time to time, but they tW\'L'r OIKL' Id me. Tlw drinks were charged 
to one of their fathers' cards, and the bills were taken care of back home. 

Jimmy was i1 drinkl'r without angst nr modcr,1tion. He alwavs said YL'~ to tlw next 
one, and I was the sc1mL'. lt was not ex,1dlv that we sd out to gl't drunk. It was that 
there was always the idea of that first drink in our minds, and when that 01w was 

gone, there was thl' idl'a of thl' 1wxt. Later it would work that \\'cl)' for me with babies, 
so that despite the burdens in it-the ch,ws and worry, the slL•epkssness, the unqual­

ified loss of freeJom-wlwn one child was Wl',med I was ready' for the next, for the 
sweetness of a small hot body against my chest. 

Ray was different. HL' got drunk when lw sd out to, did not when he did not 
intend to, and was oftt>n sober enough to rt•nwmbn the night and report back in the 
morning. 

"Jesus, you puked on my fucking shol's," lw'd say to Jimmy, or "You hit the bar­
tender in the eye with a paper airplane." 

"Did I?" Jimmy would ask me, grinning. 

"Not that I remember," I'd say, which was most always true. 
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When I was drunkest, Jimmy would get me onto the mattress, cover me in a blue 
sheet, and tuck it tight around me. He knew something about being kind to women. 
He opened doors for me, he held my hair out of my face when I threw up, he made 
me drink a glass of milk before bed. And when Jimmy was first to get bad at the bars, 
Ray and I would each take an arm over our shoulders and drag him home. He'd 
stand on the mattress with his shoulder propped against the wall and yell, "I wanna 
get drunk." 

"Lay down," Ray would order. "You're already drunk." 
"Am I?" Jimmy would say. Then he'd sink down and close his bloodshot eyes and 

sleep for fourteen hours straight. It was a routine they knew by heart, and I sensed 
that Ray took a deep pleasure in keeping Jimmy safe in the world. I never asked 
Jimmy what he studied in college, or what he planned to do when the trip was over, 
or whether he'd ever been in love. It was Ray I wanted to understand. Ray lived right 
on the edge of ugly but to talk to him was to want to heal him or win him. At the bars, 
sometimes he ignored me, or coldly put up with me as if I were a wart he might some­
day burn away. Other times he sat up close and talked to me about Jasmine, telling 
me the same stories over and over again. For years I carried around a picture in my 
head of Jasmine driving fast along a coast road in her yellow convertible, her red hair 
flying out behind her, her back seat filled with flowers. It was a picture that could 
bring on a tightness in my chest, a vague longing to be an original, a girl who could 
win love absolutely and then walk away. When Ray spoke of her it was with rever­

ence and regret; he had not forgiven her but he had not given her up either. Some­
thing about that made me want to make him see other women in the world; it made 

me want to make him see me. 
On Christmas Day we planned a picnic on the beach. We took the ferry over to 

Manly early in the morning when the beach was empty and the air was still damp. 
Ray went off to the boardwalk and came back with three dozen clams in a bucket and 
a gallon jug of red wine. He opened the clams with his pocketknife and we ate them 
one after another, washing them down with wine straight from the bottle. By noon 
the beach was packed and it was so hot you couldn't walk on the sand. Ray went off 
again and came back with bread and cheese, peaches, pistachios, and a case of Victo­
ria Bitter. Later, the German girls came by, pale and strong in their one-piece suits, 
and the Kiwis arrived with another case of beer. We assembled for a game of foot­

ball-gridiron, the Kiwis called it-American style. 
I can still feel myself in that day, my stomach flat and brown in an orange bikini, 

my hair wet down my back, the way I could sense my own ribs under my skin. The 
sun was hot on my head as I bent for the snap, ready to sprint after the ball. I <liJn't 

catch a single pass, and Ray traded me for one of the German girls who caught one 
and scored. But I didn't care. With every drink I became more beautiful in my own 
mind and the day grew more perfect. Later I would throw up over the railing of the 
ferry in the wind. I would pass out on the couch in the flat with a cigarette in my hand 
and burn a hole in the upholstery, and I would find, in the morning, dark spots of 
sunburn high on my cheeks that took years of creams and gels to take away. But in 
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the place in my memory where that day lives on, nothing was damaged. Nothing 

was lost. 
By dusk everyone dsL' had gone and I sat betwel'n Jimmy and Ray under the 

changing sky and watched the water go from grl'l'll to indigo to an oily black. In the 

half-dark, we staggered into the huge surf. I dove, sta~d low to the sand and let the 

waves beat in my ears and SWL'ep over me. I Wl'nt through l'\·er~; wa\·e, and I ne\·er 

ran out of breath. I might have been afraid out there in the waves, but I wasn't. That 

whole time was like that; I might ha\'e been worried about my health or m~; reputa­

tion or my safety but I never was. I was protected and drunk and happy, and if there 

is room for regret it is not for the tinw we wasted but that it ended too soon. In Feb­

ruary, when the Kiwis were leaving Sydney to go back home, Jimmv and Ray thre\.,. 

them a going-away party in the flat. I imagined later that it \vas the ni~ht I lost them, 

the night that the trip around Australia in the green \'an-up through Qu~nsl,rnd 

and the Gold Coast to the hot wastelands of Darwin and the white beaches of Perth­

became a journey that would take place without me. 
What I remember about that night is Jimmy with a threadbare undershirt owr his 

square shoulders and how we ripped it, not in a rage or a passion but because there'd 

been a tiny hole above the right nipple, and I began to tear and ewryone joined in and 

then someone poured a beer over our heads. At some point in the night the l;erman 

girls came by-three steady girls with thick calws, short skirts, and high heels. I 

remember that when they arrived I had a paper bag O\'l'r my head; someone had cut 

holes in it so I could see and breathe. 

When almost everyone had gone and I was t•dging toward a blackout, 1 found 

myself in the walk-in closet on the wrong side of the room on the wrong mattress­

with Ray. We were sitting cross-legged, facing each other, our k1wes touching, and 

Ray was holding a fishing pole across his lap. Tlwn lw v;as reaching his fingers out 

toward me and as I raised mirw to meet them, lw looked right at nw, he leaned in 

toward me, and we were cnught up in ,1 kiss. It was gentk at first, almost a qul'stion, 

then it grl'w more urgent, until his lips ,1gainst minl' Wl're hard and necessary. Jimmy 

was suddenly standing over us. Hey! lw s,1id., laughing nt iirst like it was a joke lw 
might have been in on. Thl'n lll'_11! ,1g,1in, then hn1' ,1 third tinw, loudlv, with his hand 

pressing the ball of my shoulder aw,1y from R,1\·. So we stopped. Ray whispcrl'd 

something to nw ,1s Wl' pulkd ,iwav from l',Kh other, some words that I undl•rstood 

and cherished and then forgot-and that I can never get back. 

I wokl' the next day on tlw m,1ttn•ss ,w,t to Jimmy. The ,1fkrnoon sun filtered in 

through the doorway ,md fell on his f.Ke. The circks under his l'Vl'S wne purple as 

dusk, and hl' sel'mcd impossibly dear, tlw more so bL•causc I was afraid I'd lost him. 

At the same tinw, tlwrc w,1s a small, stubborn part oi me that wanted Ray to acknowl­

edgl' thl' thing that had h,1ppe1wd bl'twl'l'n us, thnt wanted him to make it happen 

again. It was a p,1rt of me I had not yd begun to u11Lkrstand-the p,ut in the habit of 

expecting attention from men under the most extraordinary circumstances. Not just 

the first glow of desire, of glossy hair and full lips, but the whole messy miracle of 

love. It was not that l wanted thl' entrapments that come along with love, or that I 

would promise to offer it in return. It was that I believed that once a man knew me, 
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he would see how different I was from an everyday girl-how forthright and clever 
and secretly kind-and he would find me indispensable. 

It was a habit that persisted through heartbreak and havoc, through years of evi­
dence to the contrary. Then I was married, and there were glimmers of it some­
times-at the pool where my son takes his swimming lessons, at the grocery store 
when a bagboy pushed my extra cart to the car-but for the most part I became con­
vinced I'd outgrown it. Then on a hot night in August we threw a dinner party for 
friends. The kids were at my in-laws for a long-awaited overnight, and afterward, 
when the wives had kissed me and thanked me and gone home to relieve babysitters, 
and the other husbands-three men I've known for a decade-had assembled for a 
game of poker, I sat down in the chair left empty by my husband who had promptly 
passed out on the couch. One arm was flung across his face and the other hung over 
the back of the sofa, so that from where I sat I could see his long fingers dangling 
there, I could see his clean, clipped nails. 

The game progressed. There was bluffing and folding. There was whiskey and 
chain-smoking and there were outrageous bets scribbled onto cocktail napkins. There 
were forearms-handsome, hairy, manly extremities brushing against mine on the 
tabletop as we handled the cards. Then all at once there was a knee pressed purpose­
fully against my thigh beneath the table. There were brown eyes intent on my face 
and breath hot against my ear. And beyond that, where my husband's arm had been, 
was only the back of the couch. There was no sign of the formidable wrist, the sturdy 

thumb, the callused, well-loved palm. There was no further sign of my husband in 
the room at all. I was on my own in the company of men with the makings of a 
straight in my hand, ace high. Desire was thumping in my chest and the instinct to 
win, to go forward with abandon, was shooting through me, across the back of my 

neck and down between my legs. 
At the same time-reaching me through the fog of scotch and cards and sex-was 

the power of my own house. There was the china waiting to be put back in the hutch. 
There was the cabinet door threatening to come off its hinge and a stack of catalogues 
to sort and toss. There was the phone, the bulletin board, the family calendar-the 
command center of our domestic life. Down the hall were my children's rooms, their 
mattresses and pillows encased in special covers to keep the dust mites at bay. Those 
rooms where each night I checked breathing and the temperatures of foreheads, 

where I kissed the gentle dip between cheeks and ears. 
The question that persists, that pursues me even now, is whether it was only the 

card I was dealt-the seven of spades-that saved me. That freed me to shift my legs 
into open space, to lay my cards down on the table in a fold, and with an unlikely 

pinch of resolve, take my leave. 
Jimmy got a two-week job down at Rushcutter's Bay scraping the underside of a 

yacht. When he was working that first week, I imagined him there, drinking a Coke 

in the sun. On Friday, I bought two sandwiches and a six-pack and made my way 
down to the boat yard. The day was warm and bright and the bay was dotted with 

sails. Jimmy was there and so was Ray. They were fishing. They weren't sitting close 
to each other and they weren't talking, but there was something between them, some-
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thing silent and male, both a history and a future, and I almost turned around and 

left. 
"Hey," Jimmy said, when he saw me. He glanced at Ray. 

"I brought beers," I said. 
"We never drink when we fish," Ra~.: said. ThL're was a silence. Then he laughed 

and took two beers. He popped one open for Jimmy and onl' for himself. "They're bit­

ing today. That's damned sure," he said. 
I opened myself a beer and sat down on the dock next to Jimmy. The wood was 

gray and splintered, the water green with moss. We sat in sill'nce for a while and then 
Ray's line began to move. I stood up as they did, as Ray reeled in his line, a fish slick 

and panicked at the end of it. Jimmy picked the pliers out of the bait bo, and \\"orked 
the hook out, while Ray held the fish and then dropped it in the bucket with three 

others. There was nothing for me to do but stand and watch. 
They finished their beers and began to pack up their fishing gear. 
"That Kiwi band's playing at Woolloomooloo a week from Saturda~ ," I said to 

Ray. 
Ray looked at Jimmy then, and something passed bet\VL'en them, something that 

had already been decided. 
"We're gonna be heading north, actually," Jimm~.: said. "\\'e gl1t a ,·an and ,111." His 

face was soft with apology as he said it, and I might imagine now that he touched my 
cheek or took my hand in his. But he did not. He knocked his elbow against mine and 

punched me gently in the arm. We were like that togetlwr sober--dumsy and h,1lting 
and overtaken by silences it was Ray's job to fill. But Ray had ,1ln.'adv turned and w,1s 

walking up the hill home. 
The day they left, the sky came down low and dark. The,· had their r,1in slickers 

on. I was coat less and cold. Rav loaded the a1 sl.'nal of boo/l' the,·\i assembled for the 
trip into the back of the van while Jimmy and I stood l111 the sidewalk and w,1tclwd. 

"I could sleep in the front seat," I said finally. 

"No fucking way," Ray said from the back of the van. 
"Ah, c'mon Cath," Jimmy s,1id. He coch'd his head to tlw sidl" and turned his lips 

down in a pout. Then he took off his slicker ,md laid it on'r mv shoukkrs. It had 
started to rain. 

Ray came and stood next to Jimmy. For 01w long minutl', he ll1ok.ed right at nw and 
the lines of his face softened. My nose beg,m to tingle with l'rnotion and I had to look 

away. Hl' walked toward me, slipped his 1-.1in slicker off his shoulders ,md laid it O\'t:'r 

me, sn that I was wearin~ both co,1ts, one on top of the otlwr. I didn't krnw-; then what 
he meant by it, ,'llld I don't know now, but I hope lw me,mt that I was forgiven-for 

my secret greed, for wanting to be so universally loved. 

When they'd heaved their backpacks into the \',111 and closed the doors and waved 

and were gone, I stood alone for a monwnt on the sidL•walk in the rain, excessively 
dry under two rain slickers--cherrv-red and lined with flel'l'l'. Then I walked up to 

the flat and let myself in and surveyed thl' dos<.'t that had bt.'t.'n their room. They'd left 

the photos behind and I peeled one off tlw wall, slipped it into my pocket, and headed 
out into the rain. I started walking in tlw opposite direction of home, in and out of 
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weather, into parts of the city I'd never been before, with my hands first in the pock­
ets of one coat, then in the pockets of the other. As I walked, I thought about them 
hard-Jimmy and Ray-going over each episode in my mind, weighing and measur­
ing, considering cause and effect. Not in an effort to shed the loss but to savor it, to 
shape it, to give it permanence. 

READINGS 

ANNE LAMOTT 

Shitty First Drafts 

NOW, PRACTICALL y EVEN BETTER NEWS than that of short assignments is the 
idea of shitty first drafts. All good writers write them. This is how they end up with 

good second drafts and terrific third drafts. People tend to look at successful writers, 
writers who are getting their books published and maybe even doing well financially, 
and think that they sit down at their desks every morning feeling like a million dol­
lars, feeling great about who they are and how much talent they have and what a 
great story they have to tell; that they take in a few deep breaths, push back their 

sleeves, roll their necks a few times to get all the cricks out, and dive in, typing fully 
formed passages as fast as a court reporter. But this is just the fantasy of the uniniti­

ated. I know some very great writers, writers you love who write beautifully and 
have made a great deal of money, and not one of them sits down routinely feeling 

wildly enthusiastic and confident. Not one of them writes elegant first drafts. All 
right, one of them does, but we do not like her very much. We do not think that she 
has a rich inner life or that God likes her or can even stand her. (Although when I 
mentioned this to my priest friend Tom, he said you can safely assume you've created 
God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.) 

Very few writers really know what they are doing until they've done it. Nor do 
they go about their business feeling dewy and thrilled. They do not type a few stiff 
warm-up sentences and then find themselves bounding along like huskies across the 
snow. One writer I know tells me that he sits down every morning and says to him­
self nicely, "It's not like you don't have a choice, because you do-you can either type 
or kill yourself." We all often feel like we are pulling teeth, even those writers whose 
prose ends up being the most natural and fluid. The right words and sentences just 
do not come pouring out like ticker tape most of the time. Now, Muriel Spark is said 
to have felt that she was taking dictation from God every morning-sitting there, one 

supposes, plugged into a Dictaphone, typing away, humming. But this is a very hos­
tile and aggressive position. One might hope for bad things to rain down on a person 

like this. 
For me and most of the other writers I know, writing is not rapturous. In fact, the 

only way I can get anything written at all is to write really, really shitty tirst drafts. 

The first draft is the child's draft, where you let it all pour out and then let it romp 
all over the place, knowing that no one is going to see it and that you can shape it 
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later. You just let this childlike part of you channel whatever voices and visions come 

through and onto the page. If one of the characters wants to sc1y, "Well, so what, Mr. 

Poopy Pants?" you let her. No one is going to see it. If the kid wants to get into reall~· 

sentimental, weepy, emotional territory, you let him. Just get it all down on paper, 

because there may be something great in those six crazy pages that you would never 
have gotten to by more rational, grown-up means. There may be something in the 

very last line of the very last paragraph on page six that you just Ion, that is so beau­
tiful or wild that you now know what you're suppt~ed to be writing about, more or 

less, or in what direction you might go-but there was no way to get to this without 

first getting through the first five and a half pages. 

I used to write food reviews for California magazine before it folded. (My writing food 

reviews had nothing to do with the magazine folding, although e\'ff\' single review 
did cause a couple of canceled subscriptions. Some readers took umbrage at my com­
paring mounds of vegetable puree with various ex-presidents' brains.) These re\·iews 

always took two days to write. First I'd go to a restaurant se\·eral times with a fe\\' 

opinionated, articulate friends in tow. I'd sit there writing down everything anyone 
said that was at all interesting or funny. Then on the following Monday I'd sit down 
at my desk with my notes, and try to write the review. Ewn after I'd been doing this 

for years, panic would set in. I'd try to write a lead, but instead I'd write a couple of 
dreadful sentences, xx them out, try again, xx everything out, and then feel Jespair 

and worry settle on my chest like an x-ray apron. It's over, I'd think, calmly. I'm not 
going to be able to get the magic to work this time. I'm ruined. I'm through. I'm toast. 

Maybe, I'd think, I can get my old job back as a clerk-t:,pist. But probably not. I'd get 
up and study my teeth in the mirror for a while. Then I'd stop, remember to breathe, 
make a few phone calls, hit the kitchen and chmv down. Eventually I'd go back and 

sit down at my desk, and sigh for the ne'.t ten minutes. Finally I would pick up my 
one-inch picture framl', stare into it as if for the answer, and t'V·ny time the answer 

would come: all I had to do was to write a really shittv first dr,1ft of, say, the opening 
paragraph. And no one was going to see it. 

So I'd start writing without reining mvsl'if in. It was almost just typing, just mak­
ing my fingers move. And the writing would be tcrri/1/c. I'd \\Till• a lead paragraph 

that was a whole page, even though the entirl' l"l'\·iew could only be three pages long, 
and then I'd start writing up descriptions of the food, one dish at a time, bird by bird, 
and the critics would bl' sitting on my shoulders, commenting likl• cartoon characters. 

They'd be pretending to snore, or rolling their l'Yl'S at my ovenvrought descriptions, 
no matter how hard I triL·d to tone thosL' descriptions down, no m.itter how conscious 

I was of what a friend said to me gently in my e.uly days of rl'Staurant reviewing. 
"Annie," she said, "it is just a piece of chicken. It is just a bit of cake." 

But because by then I had been writing for so long, I would eventually let myself 
trust the process-sort of, more or ll'ss. I'd write a first draft that was maybe twice as 

long as it should be, with a self-indulgent and boring beginning, stupefying descrip­
tions of the meal, lots of quotes from my black-humored friends that made them 

sound more like the Manson girls than food lovers, and no ending to speak of. The 
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whole thing would be so long and incoherent and hideous that for the re~t of the day 
I'd obsess about getting creamed by a car before I could write a decent second draft. 
I'd worry that people would read what I'd written and believe that the accident had 
really been a suicide, that I had panicked because my talent was waning and my 
mind was shot. 

The next day, though, I'd sit down, go through it all with a colored pen, take out 
everything I possibly could, find a new lead somewhere on the second page, figure 
out a kicky place to end it, and then write a second draft. It always turned out fine, 
sometimes even funny and weird and helpful. I'd go over it one more time and mail 
it in. 

Then, a month later, when it was time for another review, the whole process 
would start again, complete with the fears that people would find my first draft 
before I could rewrite it. 

Almost all good writing begins with terrible first efforts. You need to start some­

where. Start by getting something-anything-down on paper. A friend of mine says 
that the first draft is the down draft-you just get it down. The second draft is the up 
draft-you fix it up. You try to say what you have to say more accurately. And the 
third draft is the dental draft, where you check every tooth, to see if it's loose or 
cramped or decayed, or even, God help us, healthy. 

What I've learned to do when I sit down to work on a shitty first draft is to quiet 
the voices in my head. First there's the vinegar-lipped Reader Lady, who says primly, 
"Well, that's not very interesting, is it?" And there'~ the emaciated German male who 
writes these Orwellian memos detailing your thought crimes. And there are your 
parents, agonizing over your lack of loyalty and discretion; and there's William Bur­
roughs, dozing off or shooting up because he finds you as bold and articulate as a 
houseplant; and so on. And there are also the dogs: let's not forget the dogs, the dogs 
in their pen who will surely hurtle and snarl their way out if you ever stop writing, 
because writing is, for some of us, the latch that keeps the door of the pen closed, 

keeps those crazy ravenous dogs contained. 
Quieting these voices is at least half the battle I fight daily. But this is better than it 

used to be. It used to be 87 percent. Left to its own devices, my mind spends much of 
its time having conversations with people who aren't there. I walk along defending 
myself to people, or exchanging repartee with them, or rationalizing my behavior, or 

seducing them with gossip, or pretending I'm on their TV talk show or whatever. I 
speed or run an aging yellow light or don't come to a full stop, and one nanosecond 
later am explaining to imaginary cops exactly why I had to do what I did, or insisting 

that I did not in fact do it. 
I happened to mention this to a hypnotist I saw many years ago, and he looked at 

me very nicely. At first I thought he was feeling around on the floor for the silent 
alarm button, but then he gave me the following exercise, which I still use to this day. 

Close your eyes and get quiet for a minute, until the chatter starts up. Then isolate 
one of the voices and imagine the person speaking as a mouse. Pick it up by the tail 

and drop it into a mason jar. Then isolate another voice, pick it up by the tail, drop it 
in the jar. And so on. Drop in any high-maintenance parental units, drop in any con-
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tractors, lawyers, colleagues, children, anyone who is whining in your head. Then put 

the lid on, and watch all these mouse peopil' clawing at the gla~s, jabbering away, try­

ing to make you feel like shit because you won't do what they w,rnt-won't gin? them 

more money, won't be more successful, won't see them more often. Then imagine 

that there is a volume-control button on tlw bottil'. Turn it all the wa~· up for a minute, 

and listen to the stream of angry, neglected, guilt-mongering \'oices. Then turn it all 
the way down and watch the frantic miCL' lunge at the );las!-, tryini; to get to you. 

Leave it down, and get back to your shitty first draft. 
A writer friend of mine suggests opening the jar and shooting them all in the head. 

But I think he's a little angry, and I'm sure nothing like this would e, er occur to you. 

Read-ing as a Writer 

1. Can you identify with Lamott's experience of her writing pn1cl'"s"' If S(). in \\·h,1t \\·a,·s' 

2. After you've finished a first draft, how Jo :,;ou IL'el' Rt'iiL'\ed"' :\n:\iL1u:--' Do ,·\1u ,1h\·a,:-­

know what to do next? If not, how do you figure it out? 

3. At the end of the essay, Lamott dL'scribes ,m C:>-L'rcise she uses t, 1 "quid I he , nICL's" of 
doubt and distraction that prevent her from \\Tiling. \\'hat ted1n1ques \lr rnt.'lhL1ds Jo 
you use to help focus on writing (and revising), if any? 

RAYMOND CARVER 

The Bath 

SATURDAY AFTERNOON THE MOTHER DROVE to tlw b,1-kery in tlw shopp·ing 
center. After looking through a loOSL'-k,1f bindn with photL)gr.1phs of (akes taped 

onto the pages, she onkred chocolate, tlw child's f,1nll"ilL'. Tlw cak.L' slw dwsl' w,1s 
decorated with ,1 spacl'ship and ,1 l,nmching p,1d unLkr ,1 sprinkling of \\'hitl' stars. 

The name SCOITY would be icl'd on in grl'en ,1s if it \-Vl'l"I..' thl' n.1nw nf tlw spc1cl'ship. 

The baker listl'nl'd thoughtfully vvlwn tlw n1L1tlwr told him Scotty would bl' eight 
years old. He w<1s ,m oldl'r m,m, this b,1J...L'r, ,md lw wore ,1 curiPus ,1pnm, ,1 hL•a,·y 

thing with loops th,1t went unLkr his ,1rms ,rnd .1round his b,KJ... ,md thl'n crossL•d in 

front again whl're tlwy werl' tiL'd in ,1 \'L'ry thi,:k knot. I k kl'p• wiping his h,rnds on 
the front of the apron ,1s he lisll'1wd to thl' wom,rn, his wl'l l')-'l'S l'X,1mining her lips as 

she studied the samples and talked. 

He let her take her time. He was in no hurry. 
The nv,1ther decided on the sp,Kcship ct1kL', ,md then slw g,Wl' the b.1ker her name 

and her telephone number. The c,1kc would be n',1dy Monday morning, in plenty of 
time for the party Monday afternoon. This w,1s ,1\l the b.1ker wa:-. willing to say. No 

pleasantries, just this small L'Xchangt', till' b,uc>st information, nothing that was not 
necessary. 




