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To Jack Starkey,

for valor and extraordinary love,

and to the writing kids of Brewster, New York
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Section One

Liftoff





CHAPTER 1

A Running Start

THIS IS A BOOK about writing fiction. But it should help you write anything: e-mails, essays, greeting cards, love letters, skywriting.

Pick one of the options below and use it as the beginning of a story. You can revise the sentences a little or a lot to make them work better for you. Feel free to change the names and to turn boys into girls or vice versa. Write for at least twenty minutes.

Oh, and have fun!

 

[image: images] I have one green eye and one brown eye. The green eye sees truth, but the brown eye sees much, much more.

[image: images] The ghost was eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

[image: images] “Be nice,” my father said. “After all, he’s your brother.”

[image: images] I am the most famous twelve-year-old in the United States.

[image: images] Jason had never felt so foolish before, and he hoped he’d never feel so foolish again.

[image: images] If somebody didn’t do something soon, they were going to have a catastrophe on their hands.

[image: images] Alison was the runt of the family, born small and ill-favored, and by the time she was thirteen, she was still small and ill-favored.

[image: images] It was a witchy house: the low-slung roof; that quiet gray paint; those squinting, shuttered windows; and the empty porch rocker that rocked, rocked,  rocked day and night.

[image: images] The first time I saw Stephen, he painted a hex sign on my right arm, and I couldn’t move my fingers for three hours.

[image: images] Ms. Fleming’s wig had gone missing.

 

Okay, you’ve done it. Congratulations! If you haven’t finished your story, save it so you can work more on it later. If you have finished, also save it.

At this point if you want to go back and use one of the other beginnings to write another story, please help yourself. Two stories are better than one, and three are better than two. If you like, you can write ten stories, or double up and write twenty!

Now here are a few rules for this book and for writing:

 

1. The best way to write better is to write more.

2. The best way to write better is to write more.

3. The best way to write better is to write more.

4. The best way to write more is to write whenever you have five minutes and wherever you find a chair and a pen and paper or your computer.

5. Read! Most likely you don’t need this rule. If you enjoy writing, you probably enjoy reading. The payoff for this pleasure is that reading books shows you how to write them.

6. Reread! There’s nothing wrong with reading a book you love over and over. When you do, the words get inside you, become part of you, in a way that words in a book you’ve read only once can’t.

7. Save everything you write, even if you don’t like it, even if you hate it. Save it for a minimum of fifteen years. I’m serious. At that time, if you want to, you can throw it out, but even then don’t discard your writing lightly.

 

That last rule needs explaining. I used to think, long ago, that when I grew up,  I’d remember what it felt like to be a child and that I’d always be able to get back to my child self.

But I can’t.

When you become a teenager, you step onto a bridge. You may already be on it. The opposite shore is adulthood. Childhood lies behind. The bridge is made of wood. As you cross, it burns behind you.

If you save what you write, you still won’t be able to cross back to childhood. But you’ll be able to see yourself in that lost country. You’ll be able to wave to yourself across that wide river.

Whether or not you continue to write, you will be glad to have the souvenirs of your earlier self.

The three items below aren’t rules; they’re vows. Say them aloud.

 

THE WRITER’S OATH

I promise solemnly:

 

1. to write as often and as much as I can,

2. to respect my writing self, and

3. to nurture the writing of others.

 

I accept these responsibilities and shall honor them always.





CHAPTER 2

Why I Wrote This Book

WHEN I WAS ABLE to make writing my full-time job, I felt like the luckiest person on the planet. So I decided to share my luck and teach a creative writing workshop in my hometown as a volunteer.

I’ve been doing it for many years now, and it’s made me feel more fortunate than ever. I’ve loved working with the kids who’ve come to me. I feel privileged to know them.

They’re part of the reason for this book. In teaching writing, I’ve learned more about how I write, more about the way fiction happens, more about the ways my writing gets into trouble and the ways my students’ writing gets into trouble. I want to share what I’ve learned with as many kids as I can.

I write fiction for lots of reasons. One is power. I’m in charge when I write. So are you. You create the world of the story. You make the rules.

I write to tell myself a story or to tell it to the child reader I once was,  because I know what she would have liked. I write to change an old story and tell it the way I think it should be told. Most of all, I write to find out about myself. You learn what you’re made of when you write. You amaze yourself by making a joke or writing something truly creepy. Huh! you think. I didn’t know I could do that.

When I write, I make discoveries about my feelings. This example is a little sad, so get ready.

My father died in 1986, when I was thirty-eight, and my mother died in 1987. In 1989, before any of my work had been published, I wrote a picture book titled Dave at Night about an orphan boy who is sent to an orphanage to live. In real life, my father had been an orphan who grew up in an orphanage. In my story the boy has magical dreams about a couple whose son has died, and they have magical dreams about him. The couple and the boy meet when they’re awake and fall in love with each other. The couple adopts the boy, and they all live happily ever after.

No one would publish the picture book. I expanded it into a novel, and still no one would publish it. Eventually I put it aside and wrote Ella Enchanted. After Ella had been accepted for publication, I sent the novel version of Dave at Night to my editor.

She rejected it, too, but she asked me to consider revising it. I hadn’t looked at it in a few years, so I reread it—and got a shock.

When I wrote the book, I was still grieving intensely for my parents. I’d thought I was writing about my father the orphan. But when I reread it, I realized the orphan I’d been writing about had been me! It was I who missed my parents so much, I wanted a new set.

I was hugely grateful for the insight. Before, I hadn’t understood the depth of my feelings, but now I do. And writing got me there.

I was able to rewrite the book, and this time my editor accepted it.

 

Writing time!

Write a story about a main character who finds a diamond necklace on a seat in his school bus.

That’s the idea, but if you need to change it for the story, feel free. If the necklace turns into a hat that enables the wearer to hear people’s thoughts, that’s okay. If the school bus seat turns into a seat in a movie theater, that’s okay, too. Go where your story takes you.

Have fun!

Save what you wrote.





CHAPTER 3

Shut Up!

WHEN I WAS A KID, I didn’t want to be a writer. I wanted to be an actor, or a painter like my big sister. I gave up the acting idea because I thought I was too short to be a star. I kept on painting and drawing, though. I graduated from college and began to work for the New York State government, helping people on welfare find jobs. In my spare time I painted and drew.

But if a painting I began wasn’t suitable for framing in the first fifteen minutes—and it rarely was—I’d start hearing chatter in my head that would go something like this: “That’s lousy. You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re no kind of painter. You stink.”

Obviously this critic in my head was not letting me be a happy painter.

Nowadays when I visit schools, I ask kids if they ever hear that faultfinding chatter while they’re trying to do something creative. In every grade lots of hands go up. When I ask adults, their hands go up, too.

Where does this impossible-to-please chatter come from?

It’s born out of and feeds on a certain kind of criticism. Only a certain kind. It doesn’t come from the teacher who says that you used a beautiful blue in the lower left corner of your painting, and that if you use the same color in other places, the blue will make the eye move around the page. It doesn’t come from the friend who asks you to clarify why your main character yells at his best friend. That kind of criticism is helpful, and you learn from it.

The criticism that sets off the chatter isn’t helpful. It attacks. It’s not on your side. It belittles you. Somebody tells you you’re not smart enough to understand a complicated idea. Somebody else says you have many abilities, but art (or music or math) is not among them. Another somebody announces, “You just don’t have a way with words, dear.”

For some reason people grab on to such statements. We believe them and let them into our hearts and brains.

When I was little, my father said something pretty wacko. He said, “Women can’t sing.” Now you and I know that there are legions of wonderful female singers. When my father made the remark, I had records (CDs hadn’t been invented yet) with lovely female voices on them.

If I had named some of these singers, my father would have said, “They’re the exceptions that prove the rule.”

I don’t know what a good answer to that would have been. But I didn’t need a good answer for him. I needed a good answer for me.

I believed him. To this day I’m self-conscious about singing. I let a stupid remark rob me of the enjoyment of singing.

Anyway, I kept painting and drawing. Eventually I took a class in writing and illustrating for kids and discovered that I hated the illustrating assignments and loved the writing ones. The chatter was quiet when I wrote, letting me like what I came up with.

These days the chatter sometimes starts up while I’m writing, but I can usually make it pipe down. I tell it to let me finish, and then it can say what it wants. By the time I’m done, it’s come over to my side, and it’s turned helpful.

You can do the same. You can tell that grumbling, griping chatter to shut up! It’s not an authority. It doesn’t know any more than the part of you that’s doing the creating.

This is important. Every time you decide one of your ideas is no good or you tell someone that something you wrote is bad—every time you do that, you’re letting the chatter win, and you pay a big price. The price is your creativity, which  is part of who you are. When you let the chatter win, you hack away at yourself. You stamp down your joy, your freshness, the riches of your nature.

We who continue to be creative—we who battle that chatter—are heroes. Our stories will get written and told, our paintings will be seen,  our songs will be heard.

So shut up, chatter!

 

Writing time!

Do one or both of these exercises:

 

[image: images] Turn someone you dislike into an animal. It can be a camel or a caterpillar or any kind of animal. Describe the animal. Tell what happens to it in a story.

[image: images] Think of a boy and a girl you know. Picture them as adults. Imagine they are forced to marry each other. Write what their lives would be like. Write their dinner-table conversation on their first anniversary.

 

Have fun!

Save what you wrote.





CHAPTER 4

Eureka!

I AM LIVING PROOF that you don’t have to have lots of ideas to be a writer.

I get very few ideas, but when I get one, I don’t let it slip away. I write it down, and even if I’m working on something else, I spend a little time thinking about the new idea and writing out my thoughts.

Some of you may get lots of ideas, too many maybe. I wish I had your problem.

But even if you get too many ideas, you can work on only one of them at a time,  maybe two at a time. Okay, maybe three. But that’s it. The thing is, don’t be fickle. Don’t abandon a story just because a wonderful new idea knocks on your brain,  begging to come in. Write the new guy down and a paragraph or two about it. Then go back to your work in progress.

I don’t have a special author way to get ideas. My ideas, I suspect, come from the same places as your ideas: from experiences I’ve had, from books, from movies, from dreams, from friends, from conversations. Some of your ideas probably come from school assignments. And sometimes your ideas, I bet, seem to pop up out of nowhere. Mine do, too.

I get my best ideas in the shower, because I’m so relaxed there. I also get ideas when I’m doing something repetitive and boring, especially something
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