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Dedication

This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever looked at a shelf full of books and thought, “I wonder if I could do that.”
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Why This Book? 
Read This First!


To write a book is to open and give yourself to a world thirsty for authenticity. Writing a book is a heroic act, and it is an accomplishment no one can take away from you. When you come to THE END, you will know a wealth of things about your subject, about writing, and about yourself. You will be a deeper, richer, more complete person.



   --from Chapter Three

This book is for you if you’ve got a dream to write a book and you want simple, no-nonsense help in achieving that dream. Store shelves and the Web are crammed with books on how to write, so why this one? Because every time I meet somebody who wants to write a book—fact or fiction—but thinks it’s too hard, I want to take their hand and say, “You have been sadly misinformed.” And every time I meet somebody who wants to write a book but doesn’t really know how, I want to take their hand and say, “I’ll help you.” And every time I meet somebody who’s written part of a book already but feels stuck, I want to take their hand and say, “Boy, have you come to the right person!” This book is my contribution to your incredibly exciting ambition.

(If you’re thinking I should have written ‘his or her’ instead of ‘their’ just above, you’re right. But sometimes it feels good to break a cumbersome grammatical rule!)

In an ideal world, when you found yourself doubting your dream, a guide would appear in the form of, oh, say, a big sister who has written books herself and who will show you how to write your book with zest and honesty. Somebody who has been there, done that, loves you, and will be there for you every step of the way.

It is an ideal world.

I am that big sister.

Let’s write your book together.

This book is not a one-size-fits-all formula for writing a book.

The whole point of writing a book is to give something unique to the world, not something that sounds like it came out of a robot. This book is a guide that will help you write your book your way—and have fun while you’re doing it.

(See Chapter Three, Writing Blast: A Story Everybody Can Tell.)

This book is not a bunch of dire warnings about how hard it is to write.

I’ve written a bevy of books and talked to a lot of other authors, and one thing I’ve learned is that writing a book—yes, a whole book—is much easier than most people think. Trouble is, most authors think writing is hard! My experience and thus my message is totally the opposite: Writing a book is easy. Easy, that is, once you banish doubt and worry, and let your natural creativity take over.

(See Chapter One, The Great Open Secret.)

This book will not teach you to write well.

It’s actually impossible to teach somebody how to write well. This book will show you how to teach yourself to write well. That is, to write clear, unique prose, which is what readers, agents, editors, and publishers want. Moreover, you’ll get started on the path of successful writing immediately, and you’ll have the tools to see your book through to thrilling completion.

(See Chapter Thirteen, Writing With the Masters.)

This book is not for English majors only!

A good many people who want to write think they’re doomed to write poorly if they didn’t do well in English class. Nothing could be further from the truth. I’ve read thousands of pages of work by aspiring authors, and I’m continually disappointed at the stilted writing coming out of people with heavy academic backgrounds. I have two degrees in English, and sometimes I feel I’ve done well as an author in spite of all my book learning! By contrast, I’ve been startled to read beautiful, coherent, inspiring prose written by people with very little experience in English literature: nonnative English speakers, math geeks, dropouts, people who work with their hands, you name it. These writers are in touch with what they want to say and explore; they’re not hung up on rules and worry.

(See Chapter Eleven, Unleashing Your True Voice.)

This book is not complicated.

Overcomplication is the scourge of writing instruction.

(See Chapter Nineteen, A Simple Scene Blueprint.)

This book is not a collection of slick tips that look good.

The trouble with tips: They work, all right, but they don’t see you all the way through your book. This book will give you an honest-to-gosh method that you can customize to your own purposes.

(See Part II Three Touchstones for Writing Your Book: Your Truth, Your People, and Your Map.)

This book is not totally new.

The wisdom I’ve gained is based on my own experience—and that of other authors dating back to prehistory. I’ve simply combined the enduring tools of storytelling and writing with a full-speed-ahead attitude and fresh ways to develop your own natural talent and creativity.

If you’re a fan of my articles in Writer’s Digest magazine, you’ll be glad to see that I’ve developed some of my best stuff to build the tools and techniques at the heart of You’ve Got a Book in You. These tools and techniques work. How do I know? Because with them, I’ve helped thousands of fledgling writers find their wings.





PART 1:
 HOW TO BE THE HERO OF YOUR OWN LIFE: GUTS, GRACE, AND GUMPTION

[image: ]





CHAPTER 1

Writing a Book is Easy and Fun

Writing a book is easy and fun.

Since that sentence probably has never been put into print, I’ll repeat it:

Writing a book is easy and fun.

You want to write one? Write it. This book will help you. If you’ve written part of a book already, stick with me and we’ll get it done—and we’ll have a good time doing it. By the end, you will be a different person.

How so? Because writing a book brings you to completion as a thinking, feeling person. It’s sort of a paradox: Only by writing a book will you know you can write a book. Moreover, writing a book, from the first scratches of an idea on the back of a bus ticket or a grocery list, to writing THE END on page 100 or 200 or 400 is a flat-out transformative process. Just ask anybody who’s done it. It takes commitment, sure. And to do a good job, it will take all the brains and heart you’ve got.

THE MAGIC IS THIS: You will end up with more brains and heart than you started with. Writing a book develops you as a whole person, it makes you realize you’re stronger than you ever thought you were. You dig deep for honesty, you open your creative spirit to ideas and inspiration, and you refine your sense of direction and problem solving.

That’s just for starters.

Beyond that, your book will be a part of you that reaches out to other people. It will carry your voice and your message into the vast, beautiful world. Whenever someone reads your book, a part of you becomes part of them. They might be greatly entertained by your book, they might be amused, turned on, educated, terrified, helped. And they might just say thank you. Getting thanks from a reader is a deep, smooth thrill that can’t be compared with anything.

If you publish your book and people like it, money and fame might come to you.

Terrific as money and fame are, they will pale in comparison to what you’ve already earned: the knowledge and confidence that you’re an author, by God. A real writer.

I will reveal how the professionals do it. I’ve been there, having written a number of successful books, some of them published in hardcover by a big New York publishing house (St. Martin’s Minotaur, in the Macmillan Publishing Group), some published by a smaller publisher, and some I’ve self-published. Currently my two series are the Rita Farmer Mysteries and the Lillian Byrd Crime Novels. One of the latter won a Lambda Literary Award, that novel being Damn Straight. I’m also a Contributing Editor at the world’s leading writing magazine, Writer’s Digest, specializing in the art and craft of fiction. If that’s not enough, I have two degrees in English, one in literature, and one in composition. For ten years I worked in the bookselling business, where I learned which books sell and why. I have experience as a newspaper reporter, photographer, and editor, and I won the Tompkins Award for Graduate Fiction at Wayne State University, way back in 19-cough-cough. I’m a member of several literary societies as well as American Mensa.

As I say to everybody who asks me about writing, I wasn’t born knowing how to write well enough for publication; I learned it. And I’m going to help you learn how to do it too.

I’ve never been able to relate to how-to formulas for writing a book. Rigid structures just don’t work, especially for fiction: Rule books that say you need to have three acts, and so many story points, and you need to have dramatic moments every so many pages, and you need to put in so many twists and reversals, and then you need your ending to be big. Well, you know, duh, yeah. A book needs to be interesting.

Writing rules short-circuit my brain. I just can’t seem to make the jump between a formula and lively writing. That’s why I’m sharing with you what works for me: tools and ideas you can mess around with and use on your own, just like my author friends and I do. When you close this book, you won’t need a teacher to help you through the writing process; you’ll be your own teacher. You’ll have the capacity to use any number of writing techniques your own way, and what’s more, you’ll adapt them and discover new ones.

The beauty of writing is that no governing body will check to see if you’ve done things ‘right’ or ‘wrong.’ No penalty for inventing something new!

I invite you to skip around in this book. Reading it all the way through is fine, but if you get antsy to write and you want to blast forward, do it. Read, browse, skim over the stuff that’s not for you right now, slow down and savor the stuff that grabs you, close the book and do some writing. Let serendipity happen.

Saying Nay to the Naysayers

Too many people think it’s hard to write a book. Why? Mainly because writing was hard when we were kids. Rules, penmanship, rules, spelling, rules, grammar, rules. If you were a typical kid like me, you heaved that loglike pencil to your shoulder, squeezed your fingers around it tightly, and anxiously scraped out your letters and numbers trying to break as few rules as possible.

Another reason writing seemed hard to so many of us back then is that we expected ourselves to get it right the first time, ignoring the plain obvious fact that there are a thousand ways to write anything, be it a story or a factual account or an essay. The thinking was: Better bear down real hard mentally, better question every word before I write it, because I don’t want to screw up.


A SIMPLE LITTLE IDEA...

Beginners often feel that to write is to present something—to have a finished product, something completed in their mind’s eye before they begin. This is false. Such a thought leads only to anxiety. The truth is that a simple little idea, if set free to run around on the page, will lead to more and better and more.



Then you got older, and in high school or even college, you had to write papers. Oh, gosh! At this point, there were so many rules that by the time you got them figured out, you forgot what you wanted to say.

Or maybe you took a creative writing class because you had a spark inside you that drove you to write. I took one in high school. The only thing I remember was the teacher telling us that Ray Bradbury wrote a thousand words a day for ten years before he got somewhat good at writing. This was supposed to be inspiring.

I left school with an uneasy relationship with writing. (Big surprise.) I could do it, but it was hard. It made me worried. Yet I wrote, and I wanted to write well. I stayed away from creative writing classes and tried listening to authors directly. They all seemed to feel that writing is hard.

Red Smith, the most famous sportswriter of the twentieth century, said, “There’s nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and open a vein.”

He was just the beginning. Tons of really famous, successful writers say things like that all the time. I won’t repeat them here because you (and I) don’t need the stress. If you listen to practically any professional writer talk about what they do, you’ll hear it, over and over. Lots of how-to-write books say stuff like that as well. These people are believable because they’re accomplished.

How could they not know what they’re talking about?

So we believe them, and we try to write, and we struggle and bleed, believing that’s the process. When we have a breakthrough and the writing comes as easy as breathing, we consider it a temporary gift from the gods, soon to be snatched away again.

After all, that’s what they tell us will happen.

They’re sincere.

But they’re wrong.

Why? Because they’re stuck on all those rules, which are really details that have nothing to do with the core act of writing. And because of their belief in rules, and because of some baseline insecurity that I cannot explain, they’re stuck with the conviction that what they do is almost impossible.

The other thing is, and we must be honest, we must be unflinchingly honest here: It’s an ego trip for lots of authors to tell how hard it was to write their books, how they almost committed suicide nineteen times during those long, long months of lonely struggle. Lonely, lonely. Struggle, struggle.

Ordeals lend writers legitimacy and charisma. Moreover, ordeals make people feel special. Ordeals give excuses for taking five years to write a book … while drinking too much. The truth is, ordeals in writing are totally self-inflicted. Nobody’s standing over us making us struggle, forcing us to suffer. Struggle and suffering in writing are matters of personal choice. We don’t like to admit it, but we know it’s true.

I realized that most successful writers are successful in spite of their belief that writing is hard. If they could relax and get the hell out of their own way, imagine what they could accomplish!

If you want to write a book, you can struggle and suffer too—or you can choose to write with patience, receptiveness, and a heart filled with zest. You can have fun. By the way, isn’t zest a wonderful word? In our careful world, ‘feeling just OK’ seems to be the new normal. I want zest, dammit. Zest, joy, and ferocious awareness.


You know, I don’t feel particularly scared of writing. I don’t feel that writing is hard; I love it.



You are an exemplar. I encourage you to share your attitude and experiences with others. Keep hold of that positive ’tude.


But writing being fun? I’m not sure about that.



If it’s not fun, it’s not worth doing. Boy, chisel that one on any spare piece of granite you’ve got lying around the house:


CHISEL IT IN STONE:

IF IT’S NOT FUN, DON’T DO IT.



Which raises the thrilling corollary, also chisel-worthy:


CHISEL IT IN STONE:

IF IT’S NOT FUN, MAKE IT FUN.



What’s fun got to do with it? After all, this is serious business, writing a book.

The thing is, readers can always tell whether an author had fun while writing. They might not know what’s wrong with a book they find boring; they simply don’t like it. The book doesn’t resonate with them, it doesn’t sing. And that’s because the author labored over it. The author didn’t have fun.

It’s true: No matter how serious the subject, you can only do justice to it—full-hearted justice—if you have fun with it.

I don’t mean you have to make jokes or write comedy, unless that’s your aim. You can have fun with the most serious—even tragic or horrifying—of subjects. By fun I mean a sense of play, an attitude of willingness to try anything, to make a fool of yourself by making mistakes, to slam down something outrageous.

If you’re having fun, you can’t be afraid. So don’t think you need to vanquish fear; just focus on having fun.

Let’s take my claim to the extreme and see if it holds up.

A man who’s been thrown to the lions knows he’s likely to get his neck snapped and his belly devoured before he’s dead. But he also knows that he’s got a chance to survive. A slim chance, but a chance! If he can figure out how to outsmart the lions and escape, somehow he’ll live.

What if he goes into this fight with fear as his chiefest emotion? He’ll be tight and rigid, both mentally and physically. He might survive, but he has a better chance of decisively winning if he can relinquish fear and rigidity, and bring a flexible plan to the fight.

He’ll benefit by not seeing the fight as a fight at all, but as a situation that is not threatening. The greatest warriors, in fact, tell us that they approach war as an art—they’re flexible, receptive, smart. The ultimate warrior brings a sense of liveliness and joy to the battle, and a fearless immediacy.

You could call it fun.

By contrast, suffering is rooted in worry.

Worry is rooted in ingrained, life-force-sapping rules and expectations. Therefore, the only thing standing between you and your book right now is worry—and those damned rules. That’s it. I’m here to help you find your way past all that nonsense.

Which brings us to:


CHISEL IT IN STONE:

PERFECT IS THE ENEMY OF GOOD.



Wise people from the dawn of time have said this. Shakespeare put it in his play King Lear: “Striving to better, oft we mar what’s well.” Your grandma said, “Let well enough alone.”

It’s true: Perfectionism stops us in our tracks far too often in writing and in life, and it holds us back from accomplishing important stuff we want to do, especially long-held dreams.

I learned this for myself, gradually, while writing my novels, nonfiction (including this book), and countless articles, essays, stories, and poems. It came to me while counseling aspiring writers, teaching workshops, and talking with other authors. Writing, I realized, is not the problem. The problem is worry itself. Anxiety is the evil conjoined twin of rigidity. Plus, throw in fear of failure, which is maybe the incestuous offspring of anxiety and perfectionism, and you get a family tree from hell.

Once I learned to relinquish worry, my writing flowed freely. I stopped being my own stumbling block. With what I’ve learned I’ve helped lots of writers. When I sit down to write, I feel like an otter slipping into the water. I love it so much. That’s how I want you to feel.

Instinctively, you know it takes guts to write a book. You need courage to keep going through the process, and fortitude to shrug off negativity. That’s OK. You’ve got guts. And the fact is, your guts are going to work a whole lot better when you’re rid of worry.

The Great Open Secret

The real challenge is that writing requires patience—patience for yourself, patience for your work, and patience for other people’s response to your work. The way to cultivate patience is to persist. And the way to succeed as a writer, by whatever standards you set for yourself, is to persist. That is the great open secret, right there in plain sight. Inborn talent is lovely to have. Good fortune is a fine thing. But over those things you have no control. You do have control over your persistence. Every day you choose what you will do. You choose what is important to be done, and you do it.

Writing also requires humility. It takes deep modesty to surrender yourself to the world as you are, to offer your work, to accept what comes to you. And humility begins with courage. You’re courageous to do what you’re doing right now, reading this book. You have control over whether you behave bravely or cowardly.

You have control over being persistent, and you have control over being patient. Raise your hand if this makes you think of Siddhartha (“I can think, wait, and fast.”)

You have control over acceptance, because you have the power of choice. You can choose to accept all the wonderful and terrible things in the world that you cannot control.


If perfect is the enemy of good, then are you saying I should write without caring whether my work is any good?



Yes! Only by giving yourself permission to write poorly will you write anything at all. Once you have something down on the page, you’ll find it easier to keep going, to find the groove, the flow.

When you give yourself permission to write poorly, you are implicitly saying, “I’ve got the skills to make this better later if I decide it’s no good.” You’re reinforcing your own inner strength.

To write the book of your dreams, all you really need are a few tools, starting with the calm knowledge that you can do it. Not the belief that you can do it. The knowledge that you can. That’s where real gumption comes in. You’re going to use your courage not in a big fight against yourself and your language and the world, but in acceptance and receptivity. You’re going to allow yourself to write your book. It does take deep courage to do that, but the expending of courage breeds courage.

You’re going to write your book the way you want to write it. And it’ll be pretty decent, maybe even great, if you stay out of your own way. Developing flow in your writing is the thread that runs through this book.


A GOOD PLAN...

Gen. George S. Patton said: “A good plan, violently executed now, is better than a perfect plan next week.”

I love that “violently executed.” Give it your all! Don’t hesitate! Accept the outcome and go forward!



If your idea for a book is still so vague that you don’t have a title, think of one now. What few words describe your book? They can be as simple as My Story or as descriptive as Sewer Worker from the Bronx Sets Out to Solve Daughter’s Murder in Peace Corps in Peru. You can change it later if you want to, but right now you need a working title.

That’s a great term right there: working title. Because when it comes out in conversation that you’re writing a book, somebody will ask, “What’s the title?” or “What’s it about?” Instead of shuffling your feet and answering, “Um, it’s too early to have a real title,” you’ll simply say, “The working title is _________” and give them a calm smile.


But I don’t always feel calm.



You don’t have to. You can write scared. But know that confidence calms the nerves. Confidence banishes worry, and how do you gain confidence? By trusting the skills you have. You know you can write.


I get what you’re saying, but I think you’re overrating confidence. For instance, I could have all the confidence in the world, but unless I’ve studied and trained to do brain surgery, I can’t simply walk into an operating room and cut a tumor out of somebody’s head.



Well, you could, but the results would be really poor. No, to do brain surgery you’d have to study, and you’d have to practice, and you’d have to believe when you tie on that gown and put on your gloves that you’ve got what it takes to do the job. Because all the knowledge in the world doesn’t help a surgeon who’s hyperventilating at the door to the operating room because she’s afraid of making a mistake.

It’s also true that no beginning tennis player will ever win the final at Wimbledon, no matter how much confidence he brings to the court. No, he must learn his sport and practice it.


Is writing that much different?



Yes! Because while you weren’t born with a scalpel or tennis racquet in your hand, you were born into the world with the ability to use words. Your whole life long, you’ve been thinking thoughts and telling stories, describing things, telling jokes, making puns, making up rhymes and little songs, repeating stories you heard and remembered, making up stories of your own, telling fibs, white lies, outright lies, writing thank-you notes, forging school excuses and permission slips, getting into arguments, defending your opinions, apologizing, writing papers, writing e-mails, writing memos for work, writing blogs, texting, and writing letters of complaint, recommendations, sympathy cards, and, gosh, what else?

And you’ve been reading your whole life long, from ads on the sides of buses to online news, from comics to thick books, maybe even Shakespeare—maybe just a little Shakespeare?

A tennis player who’s made it to Wimbledon has worked diligently to develop his skills, and he knows he can win only if he trusts those skills. He has also learned through experience that matches are not necessarily won by the bigger player, the stronger player, or the player whose parents have spent the most money on elite tennis camps.

They are won by the player who best puts aside doubt and fear, and who plays with relaxed focus, the player who lets his body and mind flow the freest.

Speaking of tennis, author Tim Gallwey explored and developed techniques for superior tennis performance in The Inner Game of Tennis. He also wrote The Inner Game of Golf, which as a golfer I’ve read and found wonderfully useful. I feel that my ideas about writing resonate with his ideas about sport.

You can build your talent, but the fact is, talent is the thing you have least control over. By contrast, you have total control over the amount of patience, guts, and persistence you bring to your writing. And that’s beautiful.


But isn’t writing lonely and sad? Isn’t the suicide rate for writers really high?



The suicide rate for people who are easily discouraged is high. If you are a writer, there is no need for you to ever be discouraged—at least not for long. A disappointment can sting, a sluggish day can put you in a funk, but you’ll shrug it off quickly if you keep this in mind: If you can talk, you can write, and if you can write, you can tell the stories you were born to share.

Maybe it’s fiction you want to write, or maybe you’re feeling moved to write about your life. What’s the one thing you wish you’d known earlier in life? Think about it. There’s a book there! You can tell the world. If you could change one thing about your job or your workplace, what would it be and why? There’s a book there, too. You can tell the world.


JUMP OFF CLIFFS!

“You’ve got to jump off cliffs and build your wings on the way down.” – Ray Bradbury.

I’m grateful to Bradbury for this. He wrote a lot, and he lived a lot!



The best writers are the ones who have learned to believe in and trust their natural skills. That’s why sometimes a first-time author wins a major prize or gets on the best-seller list.

It does happen.

ACTIONS


	What’s the name of your book? Write down your title now. Go ahead. Print it carefully on an index card or something. How does it look? Beautiful! Put it in your pocket. That’s your book in embryo.

	Find books like the one you’re going to write. Of course there is no book exactly like the one you’re going to write; I want you to go to the library or bookstore and find books in your category: fiction, memoir, how-to, history. Even reading only two—a new one and an old one that’s been through at least a few decades’ worth of printings—will give you tremendous perspective.

	If you were to start writing your book right now, what would the first word be? The first sentence? If you can’t think of the first sentence, write the second sentence. Just for the hell of it, go ahead.







CHAPTER 2

A Pen Is a Wrench Is a Magic Saber

Real writers take their tools and materials seriously. To write your book, you will need:


	PAPER. Even if you like to write on your computer, you’ll need paper to brainstorm on. (Did you notice that that sentence ended with a preposition? If so, forget it. The rule that you’re not supposed to end a sentence with a preposition is a needless one. If you thought, Uh, I’m not sure what a preposition is, congratulations! One less thing for you to have to forget!) Plus you’ll want paper for random notes and bolts from the blue. You can use any kind of paper, from sheets of plain printer paper to yellow pads to spiral notebooks. After years of using yellow pads and sometimes losing pages from them, I switched to spiral notebooks packaged in bulk from the discount stores. After years of that, I’m now considering unlined sketchbooks for that unfettered feel of totally blank pages.




THE BOLT FROM THE BLUE

You have surely experienced the phenomenon known as a bolt from the blue: an unexpected lightning strike from a clear sky. And you surely know that bolts from the blue tend to happen when your mind is engaged in nonintellectual pursuits, rather than when you’re doing original work. You’ll be sliding the hot cookies off the sheet or hefting a smooth rock or touching the pool wall in your eleventh turn, and suddenly a truth will burst upon you, unbidden, unexpected. Ah, that’s how I should do it!

Bolts from the blue are little gifts the universe doles out. They don’t come often, but it’s worth giving them the chance to.

They also tend to be fleeting! Write down your bolt as soon as you can, or at least stop whatever you’re doing and focus on the idea until you’re sure you’ll remember it.




	WRITING TOOLS. Pencils or pens. A writing tool is as close to a sorcerer’s wand or magic saber as we have on this earth. Those who master these tools have, quite literally, extraordinary power at their fingertips: the power to thrill, inform, comfort, jolt, question, build, defend, destroy. Experiment with different kinds and see what suits you, especially once you find yourself writing a great many more words at a time than ever before. I’ve written with just about everything, from the cheapest pencils to luxury fountain pens. I love the feel of a gold fountain pen nib gliding across paper; I like the little scratchy feel and sound that steel nibs make. These days, after having an expensive fountain pen almost stolen from my table in a coffee shop, I use a cheap fountain pen when out and about. I love gel pens for travel. Pens and pencils are your literal physical connection to your work. Do not treat them as commodities, but as friends. Keep track of them.

	A LAPTOP OR DESKTOP COMPUTER Anything with standard word processing software. Many fancy programs exist. Do not be apprehensive. You can’t go wrong with something basic. Most agents, editors, and publishers these days prefer documents in Microsoft Word, in 12-point Times New Roman font. This font comes standard on practically all computers. (Font basically means typeface. In the olden times of hot metal typesetting, its definition was a bit more complicated; each point size was essentially a different font.)

	A FLAT SURFACE. Dining-room table, cellblock floor, desk, level rock.

	A LIBRARY CARD. Maybe you’re already a patron of your local public library. Even though you can find out just about anything on the Web, there will come a time when you simply want to browse around, with the option of going deeper than Google or Wikipedia can take you. And if your local library is a nice quiet one, you might want to write there, or brainstorm, or just sit and think.




THE SERENDIPITY OF BROWSING

The phenomenon known as the Serendipity of Browsing is when you find something you weren’t looking for, but that you realize you want or need. It’s a sublime moment.

When you’re shopping for notebooks, for instance, and you pass by the pens, but suddenly a particular pen just sort of jumps into your hand and you realize you cannot live without it—that’s serendipity. There’s something about that pen! Maybe it’s the finish or the heft of it; maybe it reminds you of something good though you can’t explain why. Don’t dismiss these little gut-level events. Pay attention. And buy the pen.

Serendipity can occur when you’re on line, but there’s no comparison to the sensation of walking around a real library or bookstore looking at books, your eyes scanning titles and covers, when suddenly something pops out at you—your hand seems to reach out on its own because something is striking a chord in you.

Maybe you pick up a book because, for some reason, it has triggered a memory of when you were seven and in ballet class and a creepy guy looked in the window at you. Or you see a book about something you were always curious about: carving canes or drag racing. Or you feel your adrenaline stir as you look at a novel about a police detective gone bad or a woman who might find true love after all—except it’s with a priest and what the heck are they gonna do about that?

Your eyes can take in a lot, and you can feel the vibes different books give off. Your peripheral vision and senses come into play. You get such a feeling for the reality of wisdom and the worthiness of its pursuit when you’re under a roof with thousands of books.




	A DICTIONARY. Yes, there are online versions, but there will be times when your computer isn’t on and you want to check a word. There also should be times when you are using your word processor but not connected to the Internet. The time-sump properties of the Internet are well known.

	A THESAURUS. Also available on line but also necessary in bound form for just that reason. A thesaurus is a terrific tool that helps you banish clichés, is fun to browse, and most helpful when you’re feeling a little stale.

	POCKET SUPPLIES. If I’m wearing a garment with pockets, I carry a Fisher Space Pen (it’s reliable) and something to write on, like an index card or a piece of manila folder. (I save worn file folders and cut them up for this purpose.) Sometimes I also make mini notebooks out of waste 8.5˝ × 11˝ paper. These items are invaluable for getting down thoughts exactly when they occur to you, or for writing down great sentences you overhear. Being a girl, I carry this equipment in my purse as well.




What about a grammar guide?



Grammar guides are useful and it’s great to have one like Strunk & White’s The Elements of Style on your shelf. However, if you’re stuck on a grammar issue, just Google it. Like, if you don’t know whether to write:


The wolverine rushed from it’s burrow.

or

The wolverine rushed from its burrow.



do not plunge into reading all the scripture ever written about apostrophes. Just Google “it’s vs. its.” You’ll get a fast answer from any number of trustworthy scholars.

(The second sentence is correct.)

Typewriters, sad to say, are the coelacanths of the writing world: not yet extinct, but damn rare. Some writers like to use typewriters for first drafts, then retype the draft into their computer, editing as they go. I keep meaning to try this.


Typewriter or keyboard bedammed, I don’t / can’t / won’t type!



You can still write a book. Ways around typing:


	Write longhand and pay somebody to type it into the computer for you. Young nieces and nephews are great for this. Another option is to Google ‘typing services’ or check Craigslist in your area.

	Write longhand and trade work with somebody who’ll type it in for you.

	Write longhand and read it into your computer’s microphone using a voice-to-text program. These programs started out horrible but are getting better and better. One called Dragon is very good. You might already have one on your computer, like ‘Speech Recognition’ in Windows. Sport around.

	Dictate your words directly into a voice-to-text program.



I might add that the best course I took in high school was a one-semester typing class with an autocratic teacher who forced us to learn the keyboard with our eyes closed. Touch-typing is a hugely useful skill. It helps you go faster, and it saves your eyesight because you’re not looking back and forth between your words and the keyboard, and having to refocus a zillion times at short range. Touch-typing also saves your hands and wrists from unnecessary movement and strain.

Free online tutorials abound, or you can pick up a book and teach yourself.

Whatever writing tools and materials you choose, start loving them immediately. They’re your essential friends. The paper wants you to write on it.

Keeping a Notebook: It’s a Wonderful Thing

You might have seen these little black notebooks in stores called Moleskines. Other companies make similar versions. Moleskines are trim black sturdy little notebooks with sewn bindings that were fanatically used by the likes of Matisse, Céline, and Bruce Chatwin. A tiny company in France made them, then stopped making them for a few decades. But they’re available again, and thank goodness for that: The small ones fit so nicely into a purse or pocket. They’re expensive compared to spiral-bound notebooks, but worth it, if you ask me. Keep one at your bedside, too. If you find yourself reaching for it frequently in the dead of night, you might get yourself one of those pens that has a light built right in.

Jot down anything that strikes you, anything you’d like to remember, even just fragments—especially just fragments. “Hooker in purple dress MacArthur Ave. looking desperate.” “Story idea: A boss has to fire an employee but too scared to do it. Wishes she could murder him instead.” “Paper says methamphetamine now cheaper than crack.” Make sketches of stuff, even if you draw like a four-year-old.

While I’m on the subject of stationery, I urge you to treat yourself to new writing instruments now and then. Somehow I find a change of pen or pencil as refreshing as a change of scenery. They don’t have to be expensive; between eBay and your local pawnshops you can find cool used pens and pencils dirt-cheap. Write with a thick line, a thin line, a blue line, a brown line. I happen to be a pencil fan—regular and mechanical—and greatly enjoyed Henry Petroski’s book The Pencil.

When you’re between writing projects, or just feeling in need of a little refreshment, visit your notebooks.

For easy ways to organize all of your stuff see Chapter Fourteen, Keeping Your Workshop.

ACTIONS


	Round up two or three writing instruments. If any are pens, check that their cartridges or reservoirs are full. Re: pencils, only select those with good (not hard, old, or nonexistent) erasers and get a sharpener on hand as well. (Trivial? Someday you will be writing with a nub, cursing and turning it until you are forced to break your train of thought to find a goddamn sharpener.) Try ’em out.

	Make a list of anything else you need. Go get it.







CHAPTER 3

Tell a Story Like a Hero, and Make Common Sense Your Writing Buddy

You picked up this book because you feel the title is true: You’ve got a book in you.

Congratulations: You are embarking on a fantastic journey.

You should celebrate.

I mean it.

How do you like to celebrate a life-changing event? A bottle of champagne? A long walk in the sunshine? A phone call to your favorite sibling? Let that be your next step.

Then come back to this book and write joyfully.

Writing is life.

Cherish the feeling of ink flowing onto paper or the feeling of your fingers touching keys and forming words. As a working writer I’ve got to pour it out every day, hell or high water. Whatever my end goals, I put them aside; they’re a distraction to the process. Write what is at hand now.


CHISEL IT IN STONE:

WRITE WHAT IS AT HAND NOW.



You Are the Hero of Your Own Life

What do you think of when you hear the word hero?

In ancient mythology, a hero was someone whose deeds were so extraordinary that he (yes, always he, but that was then and this is now) was elevated by the gods to a place above human level.

We earthlings like to reward people who achieve the extraordinary with praise, admiration, and trophies. Hero is the highest praise we can give.

Humans crave inspiration; this is why Charles Lindbergh got a ticker tape parade for being first to fly across the Atlantic and the second guy didn’t even get a free shoeshine. What was the difference? The second guy knew it could be done; the territory was no longer unknown. No longer fearsome.

Heroes do three things:



	HEROES TAKE DRASTIC RISKS, venture into unknown territory, and come back with a reward—sometimes it’s an object, but most times it’s knowledge: “We now know an airplane can be flown safely across the Atlantic Ocean.”

	HEROES SACRIFICE THEMSELVES for the sake of others. Every fallen soldier has made the ultimate sacrifice in the name of his or her cause. Parents everywhere give up their own comfort so their children can survive or have a better life. Sacrifice can be big or small, but it is always significant.

	HEROES PUSH THEMSELVES beyond what they thought were their limits.





Honest writers do those three things every day. You set out across the ocean in a light plane, for the first time, over and over again.

To write a book is to open and give yourself to a world thirsty for authenticity. Writing a book is a heroic act, and it is an accomplishment no one can take away from you. When you come to THE END, you will know a wealth of things about your subject, about writing, and about yourself. You will be a deeper, richer, more complete person.


I want to write a book, but what if I fail?



I once climbed a mountain with a group of friends. The going was so tough that afterward one of the men confessed, “I was hoping a snake would bite me so I could quit.” He had too much integrity to quit, but he’d have liked an external force to make the choice for him.

That’s the kind of out a writer knows he’ll never get. No matter what, writing a book is entirely self-directed. That fact can frighten some people—and exhilarate others. It’s our choice.


How do I know if I have enough talent?



When it comes to writing a book, talent is not the most important thing.


What?



Oh, talent’s great! You need some, and if you’re seriously considering writing a book, you probably already have some. My desk dictionary (American Heritage Second College Edition) says talent is “natural or acquired ability.” Talent can help you produce a better book, but most successful artists admit that they started with a bit of an aptitude and discovered their talent as they practiced. Their craft became their art became their way of life. You can develop your talent for writing by writing.

Writing Blasts, like the one below, are for enjoyment and exploration. They loosen you up and tune you into the flow within. I call these things Writing Blasts instead of ‘exercises’ because the word exercise has a wearisome connotation to me; also, exercise implies that it’s only practice and not real. The writing you’re doing with me is real, all right. Do these Writing Blasts, and they’ll guide you straight through the writing of your book.

WRITING BLAST: A STORY EVERYBODY CAN TELL


	Gather your writing materials.

	Find a comfortable place. Sit at a table or desk or sprawl on your stomach on the rug or go to your fave coffee shop and set yourself up with a nice beverage.

	OK. Where were you and what was it like when:




[image: ] JFK was assassinated

[image: ] The Challenger space shuttle went down

[image: ] Princess Diana died

[image: ] September 11, 2001




	Pick one and remember. Remember your surroundings, and what you were doing before you heard. Remember how you received the news, who you were with, what you felt, what you thought, what you did. Feelings, sensations, tastes, smells, sounds, sights. Everything we experience has an effect on us, big or small. What effect did this event have on you?

	If you are too young to remember one of those things, think of your first date or your first kiss. Remember everything about it. What happened, who said what, how did it go, what did you feel?

	Write about it. Tell the story. Write for as long as you like.

	When you feel like you’ve reached a good place to stop, stop.



Congratulations. You have just written a first-person narrative using a chronological structure.


Wow.



Yes. If I’d started this book telling you that you were going to write a first-person narrative using a chronological structure before the day is out, you might have tightened up and muttered, “Oh, hell, a writing lesson. I smell rules coming.”

You see, the act of describing writing is more complicated than the act of writing itself. (By the way, a narrative is simply a story: an account of events, whether fact









Your Best Friend Is Common Sense






























Arc: A Natural Element of Storytelling









Who, We?

















Stories Move Forward on Change








ACTIONS


	Pick up a newspaper or news magazine. Read one of the stories. What is that story’s arc? It’s got one, or an editor wouldn’t have considered it newsworthy. What makes this particular story a story? What happened, what changed in whose world? From now on, you’ll be aware of arc.

	The next time you’re listening to somebody talk, look for arcs. What change is being described? If none, no wonder you’re bored. The next time you’re talking to someone, have arc in mind.
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