 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Class Extra - When Things Go Wrong
There is no magic answer to trouble.  I can’t give you easy solutions or tell you how to make the trouble go away.  Thing is, trouble WILL happen, eventually, in all of our lives because life is difficult and things do go wrong.  What I CAN do is show you that (1) you’re not alone and (2) there are things you can do to help you cope with crisis.

Not all crises are equal.  They come in different sizes and types.  Probably the worst kind of crisis is a major personal one: divorce, death of a loved one, failing health, loss of a job, clinical depression, etc.

So what do we do when we’re in the middle of a crisis?  Do we do what a dear friend of mine did when she divorced her husband?  Quit writing for three years?  Not if we hope to keep our careers going forward.  Not if we hope to support ourselves by our writing.  Not if we want to keep from sabotaging all the hard work we’ve done in the past.

So how do we cope?  What can we do to get past the feelings of fear and loneliness and depression that accompany something like a divorce?  How do we get going again?

First of all, the worst thing we can do is beat up on ourselves.  We have to be realistic.  We must understand that chaotic upheaval in our lives in not conducive to writing or doing anything productive.  If we simply can’t write for a while, we shouldn’t.  Sometimes you have to give yourself permission to grieve.  Grieve?  Yes, grieve.

Bargain with yourself.  Say, okay, for two weeks (or one month or two months or six months), depending on the severity of the crisis), I’m going to wallow in it.  If I want to sit and cry all day long, I will.  If I want to lie on the couch and watch television all day long, I will.  If I want to scream and shout and bury my head under pillows all day long, I will.  I deserve to.

That’s okay.  You SHOULD do something like that.  It’s important to give yourself some time to adjust to your loss, to feel sorry for yourself.  But along with letting yourself grieve and wallow, make yourself chronicle your feelings.  Tell yourself that along with doing whatever you want to do for the time frame you’ve picked, you’ll keep a journal. This is crucially important. Every night, at 8:00, or 9:00, or 10:00, or every morning at six, or even in the middle of the night when you can’t sleep (that’s me), whatever time is good for you, you’ll sit down and you’ll write exactly how you feel in your journal. A spiral notebook is ideal for this type of thing.  Promise yourself that you’ll be completely honest.  If you want to rant and rave and curse, then do it.  Write everything you think and feel.  All your pain.  All your anger.  All of your disappointment and grief.  Every single night, write those feelings down.  Then go to bed (or back to bed) and have a good cry, if that’s what you feel like doing.

A fellow writer who responded to a question I posted about how others have coped with crisis had this to say: “I kept a journal on my computer.  If I get a call about my daughter that is upsetting, I take that emotion and literally pour it into my journal, frequently with tears running down my cheeks.  As the pain eases and I begin to cope, I try to do some analyzing of my feelings.  Like how long it took me to move from anger to acceptance and the process.  I know this sounds very clinical, but I’ve had a lot of practice and have found this works.  My journal has kept my sanity intact.  It has also taught me a huge amount about emotions and I believe it has improved my writing.”  This came from a woman who has been there.  This works.

Writing everything down will accomplish two things: it will help you get your feelings out (which is the first step to emotional and physical recovery), and, as a writer, it will give you fodder for your books.  Instead of bottling up all those feelings, which is not good for you at all, you’ll be using them in a constructive way to help you heal and to help you be a better writer when you’re ready to face your writing again.

And . . . it’ll also KEEP YOU WRITING . . . which is a big, big plus.

There are some other things you can do during this period of grieving, too.

1. 
Give yourself a break.  No matter how bad things are, do things you’ve always enjoyed doing to give you some relief from the stress you’re feeling.  Little things.  Get a haircut.  A manicure or pedicure or both.  Buy some new clothes.  Go to the movies.  Call that friend in another state and talk to her for an hour.  Whatever helps you forget, even if it’s only for an hour, do it.  And don’t feel guilty about doing it, either.  It’s okay to be nice to yourself.

2. 
Ask for help.  This is a biggie.  So many of us are afraid to ask people to help us when we’re unhappy.  And our friends, although they might want to help, may not know how.  So tell them what you need.  If they know you want their company or that you want to be invited to go out with them or that you want them to listen, they’ll do it.  People need to communicate their needs.  As writers, we’re supposed to be communicators.  So communicate.  Ask.  The worst thing you can do is isolate yourself.  And if you need professional help for something like depression, get it.  Some things are just too big to overcome on our own.  As one writer put it, “I learned not to hide my feelings and to take any help that comes along.”

3. 
Get angry.  Anger can be a really positive emotion when channeled in productive ways.  When used to get up out of your quagmire of unhappiness and get going again, it’s a wonderful emotion.

4. 
Don’t put any added pressure on yourself.  Major crises are stressful.  This is one time you don’t want extra stress.  If you have a deadline, call your editor and ask for an extension.  And if you have to, ask for another one.  Your editor will understand.  Bad things happen to everyone at times.  Above all, be honest.  Editors respect honesty.  Think about how much worse it would be if your editor didn’t know what was happening in your life, if she just thought you were lazy or undependable.  You don’t want that.  Remember, communicate.  If you don’t tell people what’s going on, how can they help you?

This same advice applies to those of you with day jobs.  You’re not going to be fired because you can’t get that project done on time, not if you communicate what’s going on in your life.

Once your grieving period is over, it’s time to enter the world of the living again.  The first thing you should do is make a plan.  A sales manager once told me and other trainee real estate salesmen something I’ve never forgotten: IF YOU DON’T KNOW WHERE YOU’RE GOING, YOU WON’T KNOW HOW TO GET THERE.  That means planning and setting goals.  So sit down and draw up your plan for getting your life back to some semblance of normal.  Set realistic goals and a schedule for meeting those goals.

If you’re recovering from a death, say, and you have a full-time, outside job, you’ve probably had to get back to that job already.  So let’s talk about writing.  Let’s say before your life-altering crisis you were on the verge of selling your first book.  How do you get yourself back to writing?  What kind of goals are realistic?  My advice would be to start small and move forward slowly.  Maybe set a goal of writing just one page a day every day for two weeks or a month.  If you’re a morning person, sit down at your computer before you leave for work in the morning and write then.  Don’t worry if the writing isn’t great.  Remember how we talked about just getting SOMETHING down.  I good friend of mine who became a NY Times bestselling writer worked temp jobs to support herself before (and for a while after) selling her first book. She got up at four a.m. and wrote till five-thirty every morning, then got ready and went to work.  Now that’s determination.  And that’s smart.
At the end of that time period you set, if you’ve met your goals, reward yourself.  Treat yourself to that manicure and pedicure I mentioned earlier.  Or call a friend and invite her to go to dinner with you.

Gradually move your goals upward until they reach the limit/peak you were achieving before the crisis struck.  TRY TO MAKE WRITING YOUR REFUGE.  Don’t think of your writing as a duty you must perform but as a wonderful escape from reality–a place where you control everything that’s happening.  In our lives, so many things are out of our control, but our writing is ours alone.  We can lose ourselves in a world we’ve created, surrounded by people WE brought into being, and we can control EVERYTHING IN THAT ENVIRONMENT.  All you’ve had to do in the past few days is watch the wonderful Candadian figure skater, Joannie Rochette to see how she managed to survive a horrible blow (the sudden and unexpected death of her mother) by making her skating her refuge – as well as a tribute to her mother.  We can all learn from her courage. 
As you’re healing and working your way toward full productivity again, be very good to yourself.  Eat right.  Exercise every day.  Take vitamins.  Drink lots and lots of water.  Get plenty of rest.  This advice may seem simplistic to you.  You might be thinking you know all that and maybe you do.  But do you follow this regimen?  Too often, as women, we take care of everyone around us and neglect ourselves shamefully.  But during this healing process, you must take extra good care of yourself.

You’ll notice everything I’ve recommended is a positive way to deal with problems.  Years ago, Helen R. Myers wrote an article for her RWA chapter newsletter called YOU ARE WHAT YOU WRITE or Dealing with Negatives in Your Life and Your Work.  I’d like to quote from the article:

Negative – it should be a four-letter word, and there isn’t one of us who can say we haven’t been susceptible to that particularly debilitating process of thinking and writing.  We’ve all had bad days when we felt physically ill or experienced problems with friends, co-workers or loved ones, and we all know that it takes phenomenal control and energy to keep those experiences from affecting the rest of our lives, not to mention our creativity.

Ask anyone for an example of positive/negative thinking and they’ll use the familiar question – is the glass half full or half empty?  It might be a worn example, but that’s because it’s a good one.

Positive thinking allows positive writing.  The difference between positive and negative thinkers is not that they do or don’t accept the reality of failure or even negativism itself; it’s that they don’t focus on it, they don’t DWELL on it.  Positive thinkers train themselves to be tough-minded.  “I WILL write this book.”  “I WILL sell it.”  “This story will be an uplifting experience.”

Things will still go wrong; the sink will still back up, the kids will need braces you can’t afford, a chapter may go flat.  Positive thinking isn’t something that you master where thereafter it sticks with you like a merit badge.  It’s an ongoing process.  But like a well-formatted scene and sequel, it builds on itself.

Helen’s advice is good advice.  In fact, it’s great advice.  Let’s see how it might apply to a recent divorcee.  A negative thinker, after a divorce – even one she wanted – might say to herself, “Oh, God, now I won’t ever have an escort to the company party.  Now I’ll spend every Saturday night alone.  Now I’ll have the total financial responsibility.”  A positive thinker would say, “Well, at least I can write whenever I want to.  And if I don’t feel like cooking or cleaning, I don’t have to.  And won’t it be wonderful to go to a conference and not feel guilty!”

A writing friend of mine swears by positive affirmations.  She types them up and posts them by her computer and whenever she finds herself sliding into negativity, she says them aloud, with great conviction, until she actually FEELS them.  Things like: I WILL USE THIS EXPERIENCE TO ENRICH MY STORIES.  I AM A STRONG PERSON.  I WILL SURVIVE.  NOTHING CAN KEEP ME DOWN FOR LONG.

If you’re dealing with a death like Joannie Rochette, try this: I WILL WRITE THIS BOOK AND DEDICATE IT TO MY MOTHER.  THIS WILL BE MY MEMORIAL TO HER.

As another writer friend once told me: “It’s amazing what the human spirit can endure.  I coped with the tragedy in my life because I wanted to cope.  And I endured.”

I’ve spent a lot of time talking about major crises because those are the ones that throw us completely off the track for long periods of time.  But what about minor problems?  The ones that stress us out or cause us to obsess over them out of all proportion to what they are – like bad reviews, or a negative critique session, or a rejection from an editor, or a misunderstanding with a friend, or an argument with our husband or partner, or financial problems, or a child that is misbehaving or having a crisis of his or her own?  How do we cope with THEM?  How do we keep them from affecting our writing?

Personally, I think journal writing – using those emotions and situations as fodder for future books – is a wonderful tool for releasing stress and providing us with a safe harbor for our thoughts and feelings.

But in the end, what you’ve got to learn to do is put the minor stuff in perspective.  Long ago, I printed this in big black letters on a piece of poster board and tacked it up on my office wall.  It’s still there.  Here’s what it says: IF IT ISN’T ABOUT WORLD PEACE, CANCER, OR THE DEATH OF A CHILD, HOW IMPORTANT IS IT?

OPTIONAL HOMEWORK: Feel free to tell us about any experiences you might care to share.
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