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1

THE WRITER’S TOOLBOX

My wife gave me a gas grill for Father’s Day. I was pleased by this gift until I noticed that all the pieces came packed into a small box.

“It does have to be assembled, but it shouldn’t be hard,” my wife told me. “The guy at the store said it wouldn’t take more than forty-five minutes or so.”

I groaned. I have never been much good when it comes to putting stuff together or building things around the house. Saws, tape measures, wrenches, and power tools all give me a bad case of die willies. I usually avoid buying any appliance or toys that have to be put together.

Forty-five minutes, huh? I needed five solid hours to figure out the directions and put the gas grill together. By the end I practically had smoke coming out of my ears.

My father-in-law, on the other hand, can fix just about anything. The year after I wrestled with that gas grill, he gave me a toolbox as a birthday present. Inside I found three different kinds of screwdrivers, two wrenches, and a set of needlenose pliers.

“It’s hard to fix anything without the right tools,” he told me. “Every year I’ll buy you a few more tools for this toolbox, and I’ll show you how to use them. It’s not rocket science. Little by little you’ll learn.”

Here’s the most amazing thing: it worked! Now that I had the tools, I could actually fix some simple stuff. No, I’m not about to go out and build a house, but I’m getting better. I’m no longer afraid to repair a screen door or replace rotted boards on our deck. I’m gaining confidence and even enjoying it once in a while. My father-in-law was right: having the right tools made all the difference.

This book is based on the simple idea that every writer has a toolbox. Instead of awls and hammers, a writer’s toolbox contains words, imagination, a love of books, a sense of story, and ideas for how to make the writing live and breathe. I wrote this book to give you some practical strategies to throw into your toolbox. I hope you’ll try them, because these are ideas that can make you a better writer.

This book is titled Live Writing, and you may be wondering what I mean by that. Most of us have read (and written!) the opposite kind of writing—dull, drab language that is about as interesting to read as a city phone book. By “live writing” I mean the kind of writing that has a current running through it—energy, electricity, juice. When we read live writing, the words seem to lift off the page and burrow deep inside us. My goal in writing this book is to help you make your writing come alive.

Has this ever happened to you? You’re in gymnastics class, trying to do a vault for the first time. All the kids are edgy: vaulting looks hard and scary. But one kid looks eager. And when his turn comes, he goes flying toward the vault, hits it, spins into the air, flips over, and lands on his feet. For a second or two everybody watching forgets to breathe.

The ability to vault, ski, hit a golf ball, sing an opera, fix a doorbell, or draw a human figure seems to come easily for certain people. People like that don’t seem to struggle or practice like the rest of us; they’re just good at whatever it is. We say “She’s a natural tennis player” as if that person were born knowing how to breathe, drink milk, and hit a two-handed backhand smash.

The same thing is true for writing. Maybe you’ve known a boy who can dash off a report at the last minute and still get an A. Or a girl who can write circles around everyone else in the class without even trying. All the stuff most people sweat—organizing ideas, using interesting vocabulary, finding a snappy conclusion—is a cinch for that person. Hanging around such people can become pretty annoying.

Once I was lucky enough to spend a summer day with Cynthia Rylant, who is one of my very favorite writers. Rylant has published many different kinds of writing—poems, picture books, novels—and I was terribly curious about how she goes about the process of writing.

“How often do you have to revise what you’ve written?” I asked her.

“Oh, I don’t revise much at all,” she said. “For me it usually comes out right the first time I write it. I guess I’m lucky that way.”

I felt like throwing up.

Here’s the good news: most of us are not born writers. We were not born with a pencil in our tiny fingers. And very rarely do the words flow clear and sparkling the first time we try to write them down.

Most of us have to work at our writing.

That’s the kind of writer I am, and I am not ashamed of it. I’m not a natural. Not a born writer. I have had to work hard to become the kind of writer I want to be. And I’m still not there yet.

I think of myself as a student, a craftsman, an apprentice. Like any apprentice, I know I have to learn my trade the old-fashioned way.

How? First, by writing. A book such as this one can be helpful, but I believe that the best way to learn is by doing. I need to be writing on a regular basis, every day if possible. The writer’s motto should be: “Never a day without a line of writing.”

Second, I seek out books and writers I can learn from. Cynthia Rylant, William Steig, Katherine Paterson, Gary Soto, Ken Kesey, Toni Morrison, and Jack London are just a few of the authors I admire. These writers are vastly different from one another, and I have learned different things from each of them. As I read and reread their books I think of myself as standing right beside their shoulder while they work.

Third, I need ideas about what makes writing work. I care so much about my writing that I want to make it better. But how? How do I craft a lead sentence that will grab my readers? How can I create characters who come to life on the page? How can I let readers get a real sense of where my story is taking place? How can I make my voice, the sound of my writing, natural and authentic?

If you want to improve your writing, this book is for you. Perhaps you like to write but you have the feeling that your writing lacks something. In these pages you’ll find dozens of practical tools for improving your writing. We’ll break your writing into parts, examine each part, and then help you put it back together again.

Each chapter concerns one particular aspect of writing: beginnings, endings, character, et cetera. The examples I use come mainly from three places: the writing of other young writers like you, writing by published authors, and my own work. These are not just theories; these strategies have made me a much better writer. And you can use them not only in fiction and personal narrative but also in poetry, nonfiction, and even persuasive writing.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

There’s no one way to read this book. You might decide to read the chapters in sequence. But it could be that you’re more interested in sharpening your leads than in creating a sense of place. In that case, you may prefer to skip around and start by reading the chapters in which you’re most interested.

You might read the book quickly, cover to cover. But you might find it more useful to stop after you read a chapter, go back to your writing, and actually try out some of the suggested strategies.

Some people read with pen in hand, taking notes as they go along to list ideas, books, excerpts, and so forth. You might consider getting a spiral-bound notebook and dividing it into sections, one section entitled “Voice,” one “Conflict,” one “Endings,” and so forth. That way you can jot down the stuff you might otherwise forget. I sometimes find that copying something down helps me hold it in my head. But don’t set up this kind of notebook if it feels like a workbook or if you think it might interfere with your reading. Try it only if it makes sense to you.

You probably will not use every one of these writing tools right now. But I hope this will be a book you can read and reread. Hang on to it: an idea you can’t use right now may come in handy later.

We live in a world where many people just go out and buy whatever they want—a mountain bike, basketball shoes, even a computer. Learning to write well doesn’t come that quickly or easily. The truth is that writing can be hard, and most of us discover that it takes years to become the kind of writer we want to be. As a young writer, you shouldn’t get impatient with yourself. This isn’t the time for you to worry about winning prizes, writing a best-seller, or getting on The Oprah Winfrey Show. This is the time to develop a love of writing, to learn the habits of a writer (keeping a writer’s notebook, for example), and to start becoming aware of what makes writing work.

There is no way that your pen will pour out world-class writing every day. Imagine: the best baseball hitters in the world fail to get a hit seven out of ten times at bat! If you can bat .300 in baseball over a whole career, well, you’ve got a decent shot at getting into the Hall of Fame.

As a writer you have to be willing to strike out more times than you get a hit. Try not to get discouraged. Most of the sentences and paragraphs in my first drafts aren’t great; they are just okay. When I reread what I’ve first written, I find a few places where there is a spark, a hint of something good.

As a writer you have to feed yourself on those sparks. In one story you might write a surprise ending that surprises even you. In another piece you might bring your reader inside a character, into her deepest thoughts, and find that the writing has a new kind of intensity. Apprentice writers build on these beginnings. I have found that even little successes can keep my spirits up for a long time.

Maybe you aren’t a natural-born writer like Cynthia Rylant. Or maybe you are one but want to see if you can make your writing even better. In either case, I hope this book gives you a wealth of strategies, ideas, and insider tips to breathe new life into your words, to fuel you for a lifetime of writing.


2

READING LIKE A WRITER

My brother Joe is a first-rate soccer player; I’m pretty average, and that’s being generous. One day Joe took me to a professional soccer game. Right away I could see that we were watching the game differently. I tended to focus on whoever had control of the ball; Joe kept pointing out other players moving into position.

“Look at the way they’re always spread out,” he said at one point. “They hardly ever bunch up around the ball.” And later: “They’re great athletes but you notice that they don’t wear themselves out running all the time.”

I realized that he was watching a different game than I was. We even sat differently. Joe perched on the edge of his seat so he wouldn’t miss a thing. He watched carefully because he knew he might pick up some strategy or technique he could use himself while playing soccer. I leaned back, relaxing, basking in the sunlight. I must have figured I could never learn from these pros. They were too good.

I made a mistake that day. And I think we often make the same mistake when we read terrific writing. We read something wonderful and say, “That’s too good! I can never do that!” But there is always something you can learn from a piece of writing, not matter how impossibly brilliant and accomplished it may be.

Most people read for information or for entertainment. Most readers focus on what is going to
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