hilarious stew. This sort of stylistic blending is a necessary part of develop-
ing one’s own style, but it doesn’t occur in a vacuum. You have to read
widely, constantly refining (and redefining) your own work as you do so.
It’s hard for me to believe that people who read very little (or not at all in
some cases) should presume to write and expect people to like what they

"have written, but I know it’s true. If 1 had a nickel for every person who ever
told me he/she wanted to become a writer but “didn’t have time to read,” I
could buy myself a pretty good steak dinner. Can I be blunt on this subject?
If you don’t have time to read, you don’t have the time (or the tools) to write.
Simpleas that.

/_~ Reading is the creative center of a writer’s life. I take a book with me

everywhere I go, and find there are all sorts of opportunities to dip in. The

Trick s to teach yourself to read in small sips as well as in long swallovys.

Waiting rooms were made for books—of course! But so are theater lobbies
| before the show, long and boring checkout lines, and everyone’s favorite,
_ the john. You can even read while you're driving, thanks to the audiobook
! revolution. Of the books I read each year, anywhere from six to a dozen are
{ on tape. As for all the wonderful radio you will be missing, come on—how
\_ many times can you listen to Deep Purple sing “Highway Star”?

Reading at meals is considered rude in polite society, but if you expect
to succeed as a writer, rudeness should be the second-to-least of your con-
cerns. The least of all should be polite society and what it expects. If you
intend to write as truthfully as you can, your days as a member of polite

_ society are numbered, anyway.

Where else can you read? There’s always the treadmill, or whatever you
use down at the local health club to get aerobic. I try to spend an hour doing
that every day, and I think I’'d go mad without a good novel to keep me com-
pany. Most exercise facilities (at home as well as outside it) are now equipped
with TVs, but TV—while working out or anywhere else—really is about the
last thing an aspiring writer needs. If you feel you must have the news ana-
lyst blowhards on CNN while you exercise, or the stock market blowha}rds
on MSNBC, or the sports blowhards on ESPN, it’s time for you to question
how serious you really are about becoming a writer. You must be prepared
to do some serious turning inward toward the life of the imagination, and
that means, I’'m afraid, that Geraldo, Keith Olbermann, and Jay Leno must
go. Reading takes time, and thé glass tea takes too much of it. _

Once weaned from the ephenieratcraving for TV, most people will find
they enjoy the time they spend reading. I’(:Lli_lfg:tg§qgg¢§3’ﬁm}}atrtggg(i‘ggwoff
that endlessly quacking box is apt to improve the quality of your life as well
as the quality of your writing. And how much of a sacrifice are we talking

~about hiere? How many Frasier and ER reruns does it take to make one
American life complete? How many Richard Simmons infomercials? How
many whiteboy/fatboy Beltway insiders on CNN? Oh man, don’t get me

slart.ed. ]erry-Springer—Dr.—Dre—]udge—]udy—]erry—Falwell—Donn -and-

Marie, I rest my case. \ ’
When my son Owen was seven or so, he fell in love with Bruce Spring-

steen’s E Street Band, particularly with Clarence Clemons, the band’s burl
sax player. Owen decided he wanted to learn to play like Clarence. My wif}e’
and I were amused and delighted by this ambition. We were also. hopeful
as any parent would be, that our kid would turn out to be talented perhaps,
c¢ven some sort of prodigy. We got Owen a tenor saxophone for éhristmas
and lessons with Gordon Bowie, one of the local music men. Then we
crossed our fingers and hoped for the best. .

. Seven months later I suggested to my wife that it was time to discon:
tinue the sax lessons, if Owen concurred. Owen did, and with palpabl%
|‘c[1gf—he hadn’t wanted to say it himself, especially not after asking for the \
sax in the first place, but seven months had been long enough for him to
realize that, while he might love Clarence Clemons’s big sound, the |
‘l%f:rc(l)llzhone was simply not for him—God had not given him that parti;:ularj
1 knew, not because Owen stopped practicing, but because he was prac-
licing only during the periods Mr. Bowie had set for him: half an hour after
school four days a week, plus an hour on the weekends. Owen mastered the
scales and the notes—nothing wrong with his memory, his lungs, or his eye-
ha} nd coordination—but we never heard him taking off, surpris}ng himsy;elf
with somgthing new, blissing himself out. And as soon as his practice time
was over, it was back into the case with the horn, and there it stayed until

!hc next lesson or practice-time. What this suggested to me was that when
it came to the sax and my son, there was never going to be any real play-
I me; it was all going to be rehearsal. That’s no good. If there’s no joy in Zc
Its Just no good. It’s best to go on to some other area, where the deposits 0%
lulu?t may be richer and the fun quotient higher.

l‘algnt renders the whole idea of rehearsal meaningless; when you find

something at which you are talented, you do it (whatever it is) until your
fin gers _bleed or your eyes are ready to fall out of your head. Even when no
one is listening (or reading, or watching), every outing is a bravura perfor-
mance, because you as the creator are happy. Perhaps even ecstatic. That~
goes for reading and writing as well as for playing a musical instrumen.f,*ﬁft—

linga l);y»s»eb_aﬂlﬁl»_,“ggrlggﬂﬁ;ggghgfgg;fgﬁy. The sort of strenuous reading and
writing program I advocate—four to six hours a day, every day=will fiot

seem strenuous if you really enjoy doing these things and have an aptitude
for thems in fact, you may be following such a program already. If you feel
you need permission to do all the reading and writing your little heart
(Icml'("s, however, consider it hereby granted by yours truly.
' The real impor.‘l‘uni.'c‘ of reading is that it creates an ease and intimacryl

with the process of writing one comes to the country of the writer with Qs
one’s papers and identification pretty much in order. Constant reading will
pull you into a place (a mind-set, if you like the phrase) where you can write
eagerly and without self-consciousness. It also offers you a constantly grow-

| ing knowledge of what has been done and what hasn’t, what is trite and what
' is fresh, what works and what just lies there dying (or dead) on the page.

The more you read, the less apt you are to make a fool of yourself with your
pen or word processor.



