
6   |   The Writer   •   December 2014

WHERE IN THE WORLD IS THE WRITER?

Canadian journalist and travel writer Patti Shales Lefkos trekked through Nepal this year. 
She took a reading break at the 13,000-foot Nyala Pass on her way to Lo-Monthang.

English teacher Justin Morrow and his 
sons waited for a tall ship at the lift 
bridge in Duluth, Minn. They passed 
the time with the classic reads. 

WHERE DO YOU READ THE WRITER?  
Send a photo of yourself and a short description of the location to tweditorial@madavor.com.

Even written language is meant to be 
heard, and when you make it audible, you 
can feel the presence of your readers. 

If you’re shy, speaking to invisible 
readers can free you up. It sometimes 
helps to imagine a particular reader: 
an author you admire, a high school 
English teacher, a loved one who has 
passed away or your own grandchild, 
all grown up.

Reading aloud can give you a stronger 
sense of your readers. Feeling your readers 
doesn’t mean you expect your book to be 
a best-seller. It means you are paying 
close attention to the music in words. 

We’ve all wondered how Emily 
Dickinson could write her poetry in 
near-complete solitude. She heard her 
words, I am sure. She sought out an 
important reader, the minister Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson. Dickinson called 
him “The Friend that saved my Life.”  

The two met only twice, and Higginson 
is said to have told others that he never 
met anyone “who drained my nerve 
power so much.” Yet they maintained a 
correspondence for 25 years, until her 
death in 1886. She sent him nearly 100 
poems, with their strange punctuation 
and power to penetrate the heart. 

Higginson famously hated capital pun-
ishment, child labor, laws depriving women 
of civil rights and slavery. Dickinson was 

a radical at heart. Higginson was radical 
in his speeches, published writing and 
activism. (For more on their fascinating 
relationship, read White Heat: The 
Friendship of Emily Dickinson and 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson, by 
Brenda Wineapple.) In Higginson, 
Dickinson had found someone who 
could hear her. 

In my own life, I read my stories and 
poems from years ago and feel comforted 
by the wisdom of that child. She knew me.  
When I read her aloud, I hear myself. 

I understand how Dickinson was 
able to go so long in near-solitude. 

The key is: Read your words aloud. 
Have them read to you. Let their sound 
lead you to the Friend that saves your Life. 

–Temma Ehrenfeld has written for The New York 
Times, Reuters, Newsweek and 
The Weekly Standard. 

We’ve all wondered 
how Emily Dickinson 
could write her poetry 
in near-complete 
solitude. She heard 
her words, I am sure.  
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READING YOUR WRITTEN WORKS ALOUD 
CAN SPARK A DEEPER APPROACH TO 
EDITING AND DEVELOPING YOUR STORY. 

 Hear, hear

By Temma Ehrenfeld

COMPILED BY AUBREY EVERETT

Read your words aloud. Read to 
yourself. Read to anyone who will 
listen. A lonely neighbor. Your dog. 

If possible, read for 30 minutes 
at a time, but any amount of time will help. 

As you read, note sections that cause you 
to hesitate or stumble. Those spots need 
editing. Notice where you need to speak 
loudly or alter your inflection to make your 
point. Remember that your reader will not 
have your voice to help. Those spots may 
need editing. 

Pay close attention, and you may also 
catch typos and gaps in logic and the story.

After you revise, read the new section aloud 
again. Read your entire book aloud again.  

I believe this is the kind of time it takes to 
write a truly good book. 

If you are very lucky, other people may 
read your words to you. The hero of my sec-
ond novel was loosely based on my boy-
friend Howard who had the gifts of an actor.  
He read the novel to me and often my par-
ents, a chapter at a time. When he died tragi-
cally some years later, I re-read the novel and 
still heard his voice. 

Words are not just their meanings; they 
are sounds. There is poetry in all effective 
language, even if it is not organized on the 
page to look like a poem. As sounds, words 
can have the emotional power of music. 
I believe that neuroscience will one day 
explain what poets know, that words 
arranged with full use of their musical 
qualities allow us to think and feel simulta-
neously in a unique way.

Writing prompt

THE GIFT
A child looks in a store 
window and sees the 
perfect holiday present. 
Describe the gift through 
the child’s eyes. Is the 
gift for the child or for 
the child’s loved one? 
What makes this gift 
personal and specific to 
this child? What does it 
show about the child’s 
character and interests? 
What will the child do to 
obtain this gift? 

“Hearing your own words out loud gives you the 
vicarious experience of being someone else.”
–Peter Elbow
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IMAGINE 
WRITE 
PUBLISH


