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For Sophie, who brought me inspiration,
For Sammy, who brought me luck,
And for Julie, who brought me Sophie and Sam


When I was seven, I said to my mother, may I close my door? And she said, yes, but why do you want to close your door? And I said because I want to think. And when I was eleven, I said to my mother, may I lock my door? And she said, yes, but why do you want to lock  your door? And I said because I want to write.
—DOROTHY WEST

Preface
There are certain books, usually with pictures, that kids sneak off their parents’ shelf and take a naughty look at. Here is a book that parents will be sneaking off their kids’ shelf. It doesn’t have any pictures, but it is full of words—words about words and language and writing.
On my first day as an English teacher ten years ago, I entered a classroom completely unprepared. I hadn’t been to graduate school. I knew nothing about classroom management, lesson planning, or cognitive theory. I had been hired on a hunch the Friday before, and this was the first Monday of a new career.
On your first day of school, all you have to do is show up. But your teacher is supposed to come with an arsenal of assignments, a head bursting with ideas, a bag full of tricks to capture your attention and stimulate your mind. On my first day the bag was more or less empty, so I decided to play Hangman with the students and let them choose their own methods of execution. It was an offbeat way to begin the year, but everybody perked right up, and together we had our first lesson about English: it’s supposed to be fun. The words I used came from the myth of Orpheus, which I read aloud to the class. We then put Hades on trial for being so cruel to mythology’s greatest musician. The jury of twelve sentenced the Captain of Hell to an eternity of cleaning up after his three-headed dog. There was a spirit of adventure in the room, and just before the bell rang, I gave my first writing assignment: a fantasy piece about what you didn’t do  over summer vacation.
The essays I received were full of mistakes in spelling, grammar, and punctuation. But they were just as amply filled with imagination, humor, and originality. Although I had none of the official credentials for being an English teacher, I discovered I had the most important ones: a respect for children and a love of language, which I shared with my young charges.
Over time, and with experience teaching students from nine to nineteen years old, I realized that it wasn’t enough just to play with words; we had to master them along the way. With the help of a new teacher’s best friend—trial and error—I developed a method for teaching people how to write. Ten years later here is the result. I hope The Pen Commandments is a useful guide and a playful one too. If you should happen to catch your parents sneaking a peek at this book, don’t embarrass them by saying, “What do you think you’re doing?” Instead, back quietly out of your own room and let them have their fun. After all, when they were growing up, they had to get this information from boring textbooks or tyrannical teachers who could spank them if they forgot a topic sentence. So go easy on them. Leave a copy lying around. Maybe, in return, they’ll leave one of their books lying around for you.

Introduction
You’re probably wondering if you have to read the introduction. Introductions can be very long; I promise you a short one. They can give away important information that the book itself reveals; I won’t divulge any secrets here. But I will tell you what a good introduction does, and then you can decide whether to read it or to skip ahead to Chapter 1.
A good introduction, like a good party host, welcomes the reader at the front door. It offers you a hand and makes you feel at home. And the way it makes you feel at home is by letting you know what to expect once you step inside.
The Pen Commandments will teach you how to write. It isn’t a textbook with exercises for homework; you already have one of those taking up too much space in your backpack. It isn’t a book on grammar, although you’ll find some advice on grammar as it relates to good writing, and you can look in the appendix for the Top Ten Grammar Mistakes You Shouldn’t Make. It isn’t a book on poetry or fiction; these are subjects I love so much, I think they deserve books of their own.
But the basic principles of writing, the ones you need to write your way to success in school and out of it, the ones that will energize, inspire, and preserve you—these are waiting on the other side of the door.
So come on in. The only pass you need is a pen.
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One
Thou Shalt  Honor Thy Reader
ON THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL where I teach, the students all line up in the yard according to grade. They mill about, getting reacquainted after a summer apart, and they tell stories. One year I heard someone cry out, “Ewwww, that’s disgusting!” I turned and saw a small crowd huddled around a boy named Jason who was describing the oral surgery he had had back in June.
“They found out I had an extra tooth growing down from the roof of my mouth. If we did nothing, it would keep on growing till it touched my tongue. So the dentist said he’d have to pull it.”
“Did it hurt?” asked one girl.
“Well, when he cut the hole around the tooth, that wasn’t so bad. But then he took a pair of pliers and started twisting it back and forth, like a nail. That I felt.”
“Was there a lot of blood?” a boy asked.
“That depends on how you define a lot. Let’s just say I couldn’t spit fast enough and kept swallowing instead. Finally he got the tooth out, jammed some cotton up there, and told me to hold it in place with my tongue.”
“What’s it look like now?”
Jason smiled a thin, wicked smile. Then he threw back his head and opened wide for all the kids to gaze at—and be grossed out by—the crater in the roof of his mouth. There was a roar of disgusted cries, and then one kid said, “Can I see that again?”
That’s when it hit me: a writing assignment designed to gross us out, to keep us gathered around a composition the way the kids had all gathered around Jason. The topic: “An Accident That Happened.” The goal: include so many gory details that at least five of your classmates will either hurl their lunch or skip their dinner. Now you may ask how a writer who incites mass vomiting is respecting his reader, but I invite you to visit my classroom on the day these compositions are read aloud. People love to hear the stories behind scars just as much as they love to tell them.
The Right Topic
The leading cause of writer apathy among today’s students is bad topics. “Write about your summer vacation.” “Describe your room.” “Describe your family.” “Write a letter to the editor.” “Write a plot summary.” “Write a character analysis.” “Write a report about the uses of zinc oxide in a developed society.” Write a this, write a that, write a write a write a write—why write at all?
If you’re not inspired by a writing topic, ask to change it. Ask your teacher if you can describe your family from the dog’s point of view, or the fish’s. Ask if your plot summary can include blanks so that your classmates can try to guess the title when you read it aloud. Ask if your character analysis can include a literary personals ad to help your character find a date. Don’t ask—send your letter to a real editor of a real newspaper. Or better yet, start a newspaper of your own. Sell subscriptions to pay for the Xeroxing costs. Do whatever you can to feel passionate about writing, because if you find the topic boring to write, your reader will find it just as boring to read.
When my brother-in-law Steve was a freshman in college, he had to write an essay entitled “A World Without Books.” The professor had the poor judgment to announce the assignment in mid-March, just as the NCAA basketball tournament was getting under way. Steve was too busy placing bets to ponder a world without books, so he ignored the topic until the night before it was due. At eleven P.M., after UCLA had trounced Michigan and won Steve enough money for a weekend in Tahoe, he sat down to his Smith-Corona typewriter and wrote a perfectly suitable topic sentence: “A world without books would be a miserable place in which to live.” Within seconds Steve’s head fell forward and crashed onto the keys of his typewriter. Three hours later he woke up, squinted at his paper, and saw the topic sentence followed by a row of zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz’s.
Two cups of coffee and four No-Doz tablets later, Steve tried again. To warm up his typing fingers, he retyped the topic sentence: “A world without books would be a miserable place in which to live.” The third cup of coffee was still steaming when his head lolled forward and thudded to the typewriter. At six o’clock the next morning, there was the same topic sentence, this time followed by a row of pppppppppppppppppppppppp ’s.
With z’s and p’s imprinted on his forehead and not much more on the page, and with the essay due in less than three hours, Steve got the sillies. He began to type over and over: “A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKS. A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKS. A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKS . . .” Near the bottom of the page he accidentally typed something different: A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKS. A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKS. A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKIES. He stopped and reread that phrase: A WORLD WITHOUT BOOKIES. “That’s it!” he thought. “That’s something I can write about.”
He loaded a fresh sheet. “A world without bookies would be a miserable place in which to live,” he began. And for the next hour and a half Steve wrote a college essay on a topic that thrilled him.
Do you know what his grade was?
A-plus. The professor was blown away by the originality and irreverence of his essay. Not only did he reward him with the highest grade in the class, he thanked him by reading the composition out loud to a lecture hall crammed with five hundred students. “Of the all the essays I read, this was the only one I enjoyed.”
Your first reader is often a teacher. Honor thy reader: we’re desperate to be entertained.
Show, Don’t Tell
Once you’ve found a topic that keeps you awake, you can honor thy reader by keeping him awake too. While you can’t control the flow of caffeine into your reader’s blood, you can control the flow of words into his brain. Don’t use too many, but be vivid with the ones you choose: show, don’t tell.
Early in the school year I ask my students to write an outrageous excuse for why their homework wasn’t done. If the excuse is convincing, I let them use it like a get-out-of-jail-free card instead of turning in one assignment during the semester.
One student who did not respect her reader dashed off the cliché, “My dog ate it.” “My dog ate it” is as old as a bloodhound who’s lost his sense of smell, but even it can be delivered with a little more panache. A more entertaining excuse might have gone, “My homework lay on the floor in slimy, torn pieces. There were teeth marks in the margins and paw prints on my opening paragraph. I followed the trail of slobber into the kitchen, where my dog sat with my conclusion in his mouth.” That brief paragraph shows, through storytelling, what the first sentence merely tells, in flat uninteresting fact. It’s more fun to read because it hooks you with an image—the slimy, torn pieces on the floor—and then leads you to another image—the dog with a conclusion in his mouth—to explain it. You, the reader, get to complete the puzzle. You aren’t passively receiving information; you have to work for it, and the result is a sense of accomplishment and fun. (By the way, the rewritten version is the work of the student who wrote the dog excuse in the first place. With a little help from her classmates, she was able to improve her writing a thousand percent.)
You can always write, “Last night it rained.” But isn’t it more intriguing to show us that it rained by creating a picture or a sound for the morning after? “I was awakened by the sound of tires splashing through puddles of water. Pulling back the curtain, I saw that the sun had sliced through the clouds and was busy mopping up the streets.”
Is this a violation of Pen Commandment 2, Thou Shalt Not Waste Words? It’s true I’m using more words to express what could be stated in fewer, but I’m not just adding words to the sentence; I’m adding an  image. “Last night it rained” won’t stay with the reader nearly as long as the idea of puddles being mopped up by the sun. Less is sometimes less, and more is sometimes more.
Feed Your Reader Well
You can also honor thy reader by not serving him a skimpy meal. Your writing needs to cast a spell on the reader, lure him into a chair and keep him there, engaged, challenged, and well fed. If, for example, you’re writing a realtor’s brochure for a dream house in the year 2550, it’s not enough to describe it as “an awesome home with all the comforts that technology can provide.” Your reader wants to know what those comforts are. Will your dream house feature a shower bed that wakes you with a gentle spray of warm water? Will it come with a virtual closet that lets you see how you’ll look in an outfit before you put it on? Will it know just the right music to play for your shifting moods?
If you are writing a composition called “______s Make the Best Pets,” in which you describe the most outlandish non-domesticated animal you can imagine bringing home, try to write beyond the obvious. Sure, having a pet giraffe would force you to blow the roof off your house and plant many more trees, but how else would it change your life? Would you have to swap your sedan for a convertible? Would you make enemies at the movies every time you and your giraffe sat in the front row? Would you become the first pick on a basketball team if you and your pet were partners? You might even have to buy a skip loader to keep the backyard tidy.
Where do these ideas come from? For some people, right off the top of the head, but for most of us, the only thing that comes off the top of the head is dandruff. Ideas worthy of your reader come from someplace deeper and more satisfying to scratch. Give yourself enough time to reach there.
One effective technique is to brainstorm before you write. A brainstorm is the initial explosion of ideas you might have on a topic:
SAMPLE BRAINSTORM
TOPIC: You are Earth’s ambassador to an alien planet. What three things will you take to introduce the human race to the aliens?
You spill ideas onto a page and circle the useful ones. You then draw spokes between main ideas and their offshoots. The main ideas will become topic sentences for paragraphs; the offshoots will become supporting sentences. If I were to expand this brainstorm into an essay, I would plan for three main paragraphs: one on a ball, one on a dictionary, and a third on a McDonald’s Happy Meal. My brainstorm has a number of good points I can develop within each paragraph: the ball, a sign of friendship with the aliens, can teach them about the human need for exercise and fun; the dictionary can introduce them to the English language and teach them how to pronounce and spell words; and the McDonald’s Happy Meal will help them understand our physiology, our economics, and our taste in food.
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On days when compositions are read aloud, I forbid the class to talk while a student reads. As soon as she finishes, however, I want the class to get noisy, either with applause, helpful criticism, or the Hunger Chant. The Hunger Chant permits the students to act like underfed orphans. When a writer hasn’t given enough examples, details, or support, I urge everyone to shout, “We want more! We want more! We want more!” The assault usually delivers the message, and the second draft is far more satisfying than the first.
When you finish a piece of writing, listen for the Hunger Chant. The best time to adjust the portions is before you serve the meal.
Avoid Giving Your Reader Whiplash
Have you ever been in a car accident? I certainly hope not, but if you have, you’ll know what I mean when I say don’t give your reader whiplash.
My first encounter with whiplash occurred on a Friday afternoon twenty years ago. I was driving through the intersection of Pico Boulevard and Fairfax Avenue in Los Angeles when a truck ran the red light and smashed into the right side of my car. Just then a second truck traveling in the opposite direction ran the same light and smashed into the left side of my car. I felt like a spinner in a board game, only the players were fighting over who got to spin first.
Since then I’ve suffered many instances of whiplash, but none of them in a car. The whiplash I’ve had has been confined to the classroom, where I listen to my students read their compositions:
The most embarrassing moment of my life occurred on my tenth birthday, when my mother dropped my cake. My friends and I were shouting, “We want cake! We want cake!” when all of a sudden my mom comes out of the kitchen carrying a beautiful chocolate cake ablaze with candles. She looks up at us and doesn’t see the hot wheel track that we’d set up on the floor. The next thing I knew, my mom tripped over the tracks. The candles blew out on her way down, and she lands with her face in the center of the cake.
Did you notice the abrupt change in tense in the second sentence? Did you feel your mind being jerked back and forth between past and present? Uncomfortable, isn’t it? I have often thought of hiring a personal injury attorney to sue my students for the mental whiplash that they cause whenever they change tense like this, but on a teacher’s salary I can’t even afford the parking at a law firm. Instead, I try to show them that by wavering between past and present, they confuse the reader and break the spell of reading itself. It’s better to choose a single tense and be faithful to it.
Don’t Repeat Yourself
What did you do today that you didn’t do yesterday? Did you wear mismatched shoes just for the fun of it? Did you sleep with your feet at the head of the bed and your head at the foot? Most likely you began your day with breakfast as usual. I know I began mine with a twenty-minute run with my dog Lucy, a shower, a shave, and a cup of coffee from the same mug I used the day before. Most of us are creatures of habit. We live by the clock, we learn by rote, we’re led by routine. It explains why we’re so starved for variety, and no one wants it more than your reader.
Of all the Western languages, and possibly of all the world’s languages, English gives us the most words. You could try counting them (the latest edition of the Oxford English Dictionary puts the number around 500,000, not including another half-million scientific, technical, and slang words; German has around 135,000, French fewer than 100,000), or you could take my word for it. The enormous cache of words in English means longer spelling tests, more trips to the dictionary, and more nuances to grasp. But it also means we can delight our readers with something new in every sentence. It means we never have to repeat ourselves.
Why do we repeat ourselves? Is it because we’re lazy, dim-witted, or brain-dead? Is it because our entire vocabulary fits inside a Dixie riddle cup? Or is it because we forget which words we’ve used a sentence or two before? I know that most of my students are neither dull nor lazy nor neurologically impaired. If they did have infinitesimal vocabularies, they wouldn’t be able to read the challenging books they devour all year long. But many of them  do repeat themselves on the page, and they do so because they let themselves get distracted.
The best defense against a derailed train of thought is focus. And here I’ll deliberately repeat myself: focus, focus, focus! Focus on the paragraph you are writing, not on the rerun of Scooby-Doo your little brother is watching in the next room. A sentence is a trail of words. Knowing what lies behind you is just as important as knowing what lies ahead.
One of my students wrote a homework excuse about a four-legged thief who ran off with his essay. “I was petting Snoops when he stole my paper and ran out of the room. I was looking for him when I heard the ripping and crunching of paper.” I asked this student if he was aware he’d used the same pattern I was . . . ing when twice in a row. He said he didn’t remember using it in the first sentence, because he’d taken a cookie break before writing the second. “They were big cookies,” he confessed. Big or small, fresh or stale, the cookie should be your reward for finishing the essay, not the other way around.
There are very few books I force my younger students to buy or check out from the library. One is The Phantom Tollbooth by Norton Juster. It is a gem of storytelling and wordplay, a joy to read as I’m sure it was to write. Another book I recommend is a thesaurus. A thesaurus is not a relative of brontosaurus or stegosaurus (although it is so infrequently consulted you’d think it was extinct too). A thesaurus is a book of words and their synonyms (syn = “same”; nym = “word”), alternatives that can surprise your reader and offer him relief from his habit-driven days. Most word processors give you a thesaurus at the stroke of a key (shift F7 on mine).
One student wrote an analysis of the horror genre. She read several scary stories and discovered that they all had certain features in common. In her essay she used the word spooky four times in six sentences. I drew six goblins around the four spooky’s: the first goblin was alert and smiling; the eyes of the second were slightly narrower; the smile of the third had faded; the fourth goblin was in a coma.
The girl got the message. On her second draft, three of the four  spooky’s had been replaced with eerie, macabre, and ghostly . This time I drew delighted goblins around all four words.
The third book I make students buy is a dictionary. Use the dictionary to learn the meaning of words you fall in love with. Sobriquet. Waggish. Lambent. Wangle. Elucidate. Cantankerous. Curmudgeon. Humuhumunukunukuapua (it’s a Hawaiian fish). These can be words you overhear in conversation, words you read in a book, or words that you have to study for the SAT.
When you meet a human being you like, you ask for the person’s phone number and then write it in your phone book, the Bible of your social life. Well, why not start a second phone book for all the words you meet? Instead of recording their phone numbers or e-mail addresses, record their definitions, their parts of speech, and a brief example of how they like to be used in a sentence. Just as your circle of human friends expands, your circle of vocabulary friends will expand too, and you’ll be surprised how often you run into them.
Also use the dictionary to check the words you find in a thesaurus. A good dictionary will give you a definition and an example of the word in action. Make sure that the spirit of the word (its connotation) is just right for your sentence; if not, find another. Jalopy might be the perfect word to describe your uncle’s falling-down 1980 Ford, but it could ruin the style of your grandpa’s 1960 Mustang. If you used the word thirsty a paragraph ago and you’re looking for a synonym, parched might apply to your throat after a long walk in the sun, but it will spoil the taste of fresh lemonade if that’s what you’re thirsty for. Also, pay attention to the part of speech. If you want a synonym for secret, you don’t want to use clandestine when the secret you’re looking to replace is a noun. A hiding place or affair may be clandestine (adjective), but you don’t keep it a clandestine (noun) from your friends.
Your dictionary and your thesaurus are inseparable allies in your writing: they’re the salt and pepper of the page.
Find Your Writer’s Voice
Some writers show little respect for their reader by writing the way they talk. While reading their essays, I have an urge to call out, “Stop talking! I’m in the middle of your essay!” But when I look up, I see that I’m actually home at my desk, miles out of range of their speaking voice. And yet it’s coming in loud and clear.
Here is a passage from an eighth grader’s analysis of the Berenstain Bears (the assignment was to analyze a series of children’s books): A thing that all the stories have is in all the stories there’s a moral and in all the stories someone learns something. Like in “Too Much  Junk Food” the bears learn they’ve got to cut down on sweets and stuff.
When a student can’t stop talking in class, I will, for the sake of silence, tape his mouth shut. If I could find the region of the brain responsible for the chatty writing style, I would put tape around it too. But the only one who can silence the conversational voice in your head is you. After several drafts, the writer of the Berenstain Bears essay silenced hers: One feature that all the stories have in common is that they teach a moral. In “Too Much Junk Food,” for example, the bears learn that exercise is important and that eating sweets is permissible, but only in moderation.
The best advice I can give to speakwriters is to slow down. There is a hidden world of language beneath the surface of our thoughts, and to get there you have to travel at nearly zero miles per hour. Most people don’t realize that this place exists, but when they force themselves to slow down and float in the Language Lane, they find a warm current of words, like a bath. And they discover that these are not the same words they use while talking. They’re not necessarily stodgy or formal or complicated words, but they are words that we choose (or that choose us) for a reason.
You should also follow the advice offered by one of my daughter’s talking stuffed animals, a three-inch-high mixed-breed brown-and-white puppy. When you press his belly, he says, “Be like me; put your nose in a good book!” This wisdom is worth far more than the $3.95 we spent on the toy. It invites us to plug our ears for a moment against everyday spoken English and listen to language in its crafted, polished state. If we could silence expressions like you know, really, awesome, totally, for sure,  ’cause, a lot, like, sort of, and neat for thirty minutes a day and replace them with expressions like “a pandemonium of pain” (Robert Nye), “the smell of apples turned to cider under trees” (Ray Bradbury), “the illustrious and never-to-be-sufficiently extolled cavalier, Don Quixote de la Mancha” (Cervantes), “a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a large fortune must be in want of a wife” (Jane Austen), “the tyranny of human beings” (George Orwell), “the tortures of slow starvation” (Charles Dickens), or “what fools these mortals be!” (Shakespeare), we’d begin to hear the difference between chatter and writing.
Be like that stuffed doggie—put your nose in a good book too. What you’ll find is a dance of words to the beat of language, a demonstration of how it’s done, and an inspiration to do it yourself.
Don’t Leave Home Without It
But remember, most of what you write will make an appearance in the world: it will meet a reader. And just as you wouldn’t leave the house for a party before making sure your hair was as spiky, as gelled, or as purple as can be, don’t let your writing leave the house before it too is as polished as can be.
The first reader of everything you write should be you. Often my students stand at the front of the class to read their compositions aloud, only to blink in confusion when they stumble over a word misspelled, misused, or just plain missing. “Can you read my handwriting, Mr. Frank?” they sometimes ask. And sometimes I can. “Did I write that?” they wonder. Unless you hired a ghostwriter, yes, you did. “How do you spell countries? I think I wrote it wrong.” Meanwhile, the class loses interest, and the student feels embarrassed or dejected. Spare yourself this awkwardness by checking your own work at least once before you turn in it and, more important, before you share it with an audience.
Of course, one set of eyes, especially your own, is never enough. I’m lucky—I married a writer. I don’t let anything I write leave the house without asking my wife to read it over first. Even if you don’t have a professional in the home to edit your essays, you can find a friend, a mom, a dad, a sibling, or a neighbor to look over your work before you turn it in. Honor thy reader—tuck in your commas, straighten your spelling, comb your punctuation marks. Choose words as carefully as you’d choose an outfit for the prom. And get rid of the wrinkles before you walk out the door.
Honor Thyself Too
We live in a world increasingly hostile to free time; students are assaulted by homework, parents are abducted by their jobs, and people everywhere are rushing to the next appointment, activity, or event. In fact, we’re in such a hurry that our feet are making the earth spin faster—and time really is speeding up.
We’ve lost our solitude too. We walk around with electronic leashes clipped to our handbags, backpacks, and belts. As soon as we get a moment of silence, a moment to think, our hips vibrate or our pockets ring, and the thought is chased away. I know people who always take the stairs because they’re afraid that their pagers or cell phones won’t get reception in an elevator. And while this may be good for the heart, it’s terrible for the soul.
There is a way to fight back—with your pen. Every sentence you write is a sign of defiance against the undertow of time. When you write, you aren’t just leaking ink onto the page; you are leaving a piece of yourself permanently behind. And by writing, you carve a small space out of the frenzied, intrusive world and you say, “Hands off! Not here. This place is for me.” And it’s in this place, of silence and solitude and peace, that you are free to form your own thoughts without anybody else butting in.
When you write, no one is listening yet. It’s like getting ready for a party and having all the time you need to settle on the perfect outfit, the most natural way to present yourself as you really are. Just as you might try on different styles of clothing, you can try out different styles of writing. Be silly if you want. Be imaginative and free. Take risks. Experiment. Eventually, you’ll find a voice that’s comfortable, that suits you, that  is you.
Your writer’s voice is your mind’s fingerprint, but if you don’t use it, it will fade. Keep a journal—and keep it private. Write letters, not just e-mails. Letters get saved in a shoebox or a drawer; they get discovered years and sometimes generations after they were written. E-mails get deleted, often as soon as they are read. Write poems too. Write one every time you fall in love—or out. Give one as a Christmas present instead of a tie; it will last longer and be appreciated more. Write captions under the photographs in your family’s album. A picture may be worth a thousand words, but a few carefully chosen ones beneath it increase its value tremendously. Cross out the messages on greeting cards and write your own. It’s your mother’s birthday, your father’s Father’s Day, your big sister’s graduation; don’t let someone else tell them how you feel. Write notes to your friends and pass them in class (but don’t get caught). I once fell in love with a girl in driver’s education. We had a clandestine correspondence on the wrappers of Hershey bars. Our romance was conducted in writing, and our kisses tasted like chocolate.
You don’t need a laptop or an iMac to write. As my Auntie Hankie says, “Charles Dickens did just fine with a quill pen.”
I began this chapter by saying that writing is fun. I never said it was easy. It takes courage and confidence, both of which sometimes fail us. Ideas don’t always come, but distractions do. The first sentence can be as frightening as a first kiss, and we’re often stumped by where the comma goes or how to form the plural of piano. But these are obstacles that someone else (or the English language itself) put in your way, not you. Maybe you had a teacher who wasn’t paying enough attention when you took a chance and read her your story. Maybe your older brother wasn’t thinking when he sneered at your poem. Maybe you have parents or other relatives who are writers, and you’re so intimidated by how well they do it, you’re afraid to try. Or maybe you have a mild case of dyslexia and got so many D’s and F’s on spelling tests, you’ve been conditioned to think of yourself as bad at English.
It’s time to get reconditioned. The most important step in honoring thy reader is honoring thyself. Silence those voices that tell you you can’t write. Set aside a quiet, uncluttered space and a calm, uninterrupted span of time. Don’t be intimidated by other writers; be inspired by them. Ignore anyone who snickers at your work, but if a reader takes the time to offer helpful criticism, listen to it; learn from it. And if you do have mild dyslexia or some other neurological reason for failing your spelling tests, get help, but don’t let it get in the way.
Writing is a challenge, not a chore. Just as it’s a challenge to ski a black diamond trail for the first time, it’s hard to get that first sentence down on paper. But when you look up the steep slope you’ve just conquered, don’t you want to ski it again? Sure you’ll fall, you’ll get snow in places you thought were well covered. But if you pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and get back on the trail, you’ll find that the process is actually part of the fun. So don’t be afraid of that empty white page: it’s just a mountain of fresh snow waiting to be skied.

Two
Thou Shalt Not Waste Words
ONE OF THE HEROES OF MY CHILDHOOD was Gilligan, the first mate of the S.S. Minnow. He was a buffoon, a klutz, and a scapegoat. But he was also a gifted translator of convoluted English into clear words.
[image: image]
These apparently dim-witted restatements of the obvious would usually provoke a smack on the head from the Skipper’s cap, along with the sarcastic “Thanks a lot, Gilligan.” But although he was the frequent brunt of island humor, Gilligan deserves our praise for keeping things simple.
If I could authorize my students to arrest word wasters, our jails would be overflowing with politicians. Have you ever heard a debate moderator tell a candidate, “You’ve still got thirty seconds left to answer the question”? Have you ever turned on C-SPAN and heard silence? A bill written by a congressperson can run five hundred pages long. It’s a wonder that the stop signs in Washington, D.C. don’t read, AT THIS TIME IT IS ADVISABLE TO REDUCE YOUR TRAVELING SPEED TO A RATE OF 0 MILES PER HOUR.
Is it necessary to write “at the present time” when a simple “now” will do? Is working “twenty-four hours a day all day long” more impressive than “working all day?” Why do people write, “The votes in favor of the amendment were not as many in number as those against it,” when they could just as easily, and much more effectively, write, “The amendment didn’t pass”?
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I believe the lagoon s rife with savory
crustaceans.

Yeah, and it has a lot of good shellfish too.
Perhaps we should employ our scafood
procurement apparatus to obtain the
basis for our evening repast.

Yeah, and maybe we should go fishing
for dinner.
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