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A Prologue You Should Actually Read (Because, Let’s Face It, Most of Us Skip The Prologue)
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Why Did I Write This Book?

This book is not for seasoned writers, although they’re welcome to read it.

This book is not for teachers, although they’re welcome to use it.

This book is for young writers who want to tell stories. Who like to sit and imagine. Who know, deep down, they were born to write.

By the time I was in junior high, I loved to write more than anything else. Sure, I played video games and rode my bike and went to the mall. I talked on the phone and did my homework. I read and read and read.

I also wrote.

After dinner, in my room at my grown-up desk, with all the lights off except for one dim lamp, I wrote. In that space, I experimented and explored. I pecked at a keyboard. On scratch paper, I sketched – maps, characters, blocks of dialogue. My favorite songs repeated themselves, over and over, in the cassette player on the floor as my interior worlds took shape.

Already, in my youth, I knew that space was sacred. It wasn’t a means to an end. It was me.

This book is for anyone who knows that sacred space. Who has felt, already, the tug of stories needing to be told. Whatever your age, it’s never too early or late to become the Writer you’re meant to be.

––––––––
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Why Should You Read This Book?

Because every Great Writer begins her or his journey as a Young Writer.

The cool challenge about being a Writer isn’t just coming up with the most amazing, outlandish, unheard-of ideas ever. It’s also about organizing those ideas into something readers can understand.

When I work with Young Writers, I notice two things over and over:

––––––––
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1. Young Writers have amazing ideas for stories.

2. Young Writers know words and how to use them.

––––––––
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When do many Young Writers struggle? When it’s time to figure out how to assemble those words and ideas into a coherent story.

As Writers, we need some structure. Our imaginations are colossal. Our visions are epic. So we use things like three acts and points of view and archetypes to support our characters, settings, and plots.

Even the greatest novelists, playwrights, poets, and screenwriters know they need a sandbox, not a beach. A backyard, not a forest. Like a potter molds clay, writers shape their ideas into stories we can all understand.

For creative people, that suggestion might seem weird at first. Isn’t creativity about letting your imagination run wild?

In the beginning, yes. But it’s also about crafting a story that can be enjoyed by other people.

And ultimately all our effort as Writers is meaningless if our readers can’t understand us.

That’s what this book is really about.

Putting your story together.
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Chapter 1: Every Hero Needs A Guide
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Right now, in this moment, as your eyes slide across the page or screen, you are Luke Skywalker. You are Anne Shirley. You are Percy Jackson and Katniss Everdeen and every other fictional hero who made you fall in love with storytelling.

Want to be Harry Potter? No problemo. Frodo Baggins? True dat.

Bottom line: You’re a Young Writer. YOU are the hero of this story.

And I’d like to be your guide. In most stories, every hero has at least one mentor or guide. A Gandalf or Chiron or Haymitch or Yoda. A Fairy Godmother or an August Boatwright. Heroes need mentors like hot dogs need buns.

A long time ago, I was Luke and Anne and Katniss and Frodo. I was the teenager who wrote when s/he had nothing else to do – or even when s/he did. I loved staying inside on a Saturday to write stories no one would ever read (except maybe my parents and a teacher or two).

Finishing my homework each afternoon was a gateway to the real fun – the magical hours between dinner and bedtime when I scratched out ideas in spiral-bound notebooks. When I was a Young Writer, computers didn’t exist, but I had a typewriter that hummed a meditative lull whenever I turned it on. Its keys clicked each time I depressed one. Sometimes I played it like a piano just to hear its music.

That music meant the magic was happening.

If you’re reading this book, you may have already felt that magic. You know what it means to surrender to the story, to have words and images flow through you, trickling and swirling onto a page like magic mist spilling from a caldron. You want to be a Writer with a capital W.

You can’t see me, but I’m smiling.

I’m smiling because I believe all Writers start there, at the edge of the mist-brimming cauldron. Maybe you’re going to write fiction or something else. Maybe you’re going to be a professional writer or spend your life stealing time to write. Maybe you’re going to travel the world or live in the same place forever.

None of that really matters when you’re a Writer. What matters is telling your stories.

So how do you know you’re a Writer? Here’s a list of statements to help you decide. Answer each question with a YES or NO.

––––––––
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1. Do you want to be famous?

2. Do you want to be rich?

3. Do you want to be told for the rest of your life how awesome you are?

––––––––

[image: ]


If you answered YES to any one of those questions, prepare yourself for disappointment.

If you answered YES to every one of those questions, I’ve got some very bad news.

What? All those things aren’t going to happen?

Probably not. I’ll never say never because it happened to J. K. Rowling and Rick Riordan and Suzanne Collins and John Green. It could happen to you. I hope it does.

Unfortunately, the chances are slim and getting slimmer every year.

Nowadays anyone with a computer and decent Wi-Fi can publish a book. To call yourself a published author is no longer a title of distinction. It’s like saying you passed a test without studying or learned how to ride a bike. At some point in their lives, pretty much everyone does those things.

Most writers (even the successful ones) make less than $10,000 a year. If that sounds like enough money to live on, find an adult and get a second opinion. I promise they’re not laughing at you.

Most writers never sell more than a couple hundred books. Even though publishing is easier than ever before, it also means the book market is saturated. It’s as soggy as the hot dog bun someone left in the swimming pool during yesterday’s barbecue. There are too many books fighting for the attention of too few readers. Not all of those books are good. (And by not good, I mean poorly crafted, poorly written, and/or poorly edited.)

Most writers have day jobs. They are teachers or police officers or secretaries or lawyers or baristas. Day jobs put food on the table. They also make writers tired.

So why bother? 

Because our stories need to be told.

Writers don’t write to GET. They write to GIVE. Enjoyment. Hope. Insight. Delight. Caution. Perspective. Enlightenment.

To be a Writer isn’t something we WANT. It’s something we ARE, and our writing is a service to others, not a way to serve ourselves.

A Writer writes with no promise of any success.

A Writer keeps writing when no one bothers to read.

A Writer listens to what’s inside, not outside.

A Writer can spend ten years writing a book, publish it, never make a penny, and still be fulfilled at the end of a day.

Uh oh. Am I losing you? Are we having that moment from The Empire Strikes Back when Luke tried to lift the X-wing from the swamp on Dagobah, but he couldn’t no matter how hard he tried, and Yoda did it without breaking a sweat? Luke was frustrated. Maybe a little bit whiny. To his credit, he didn’t give up.

Don’t you give up, either. Not yet. Some of this might seem tough to swallow, but I also have some good news.

Becoming the Writer you’re meant to be is an incredible journey, too!

Did you notice I used an exclamation point? That doesn’t happen a lot when I write.

Go back and read that sentence again – the one that starts with BECOMING.

Read it. Believe it.

Embrace the journey.

Fun fact: A lot of adults are jealous of you right now. Yup. Jealous. Not just because you’re a good person with a lot to offer. Not just because you’ve got a ton of youthful energy. Or the metabolism of a hummingbird. Or a full head of hair.

They’re jealous because YOU have a chance to make as many wise and right choices as you can. Time is on your side.

Being a grown-up isn’t all bad. Way fewer people tell us what to do. We get paid with real money instead of grades. We have friends that we’ve known since we were your age. And every day has made us a little tougher and wiser.

BUT there were moments, when we were your age, that we made Big Choices we can’t undo. For you, most of those Big Choices haven’t arrived. You still have the chance to see them coming and to follow your heart when you make them.

Because ultimately that’s what it’s all about. Every hero in every powerful story has a moment when they decide whether or not to follow their heart. That choice can be shaped in a billion different ways, but it comes down to the same thing in the end.

Will I become what I am meant to be, no matter what I must risk or give up?

I’ll finish this chapter by inviting you to ask yourself these Questions:

––––––––
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1. How often do I write because I want to and not because I have to?

2. How often do I write because I enjoy it (and not because someone might notice or praise me)?

3. Does the idea of becoming a writer seem like a worthwhile journey to me?
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Chapter 2: The Brutal Truth
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Are you sitting down?

No, seriously. Are you seated or, even better, reclined? Maybe lying on your bed or curled in your favorite chair? If you’re standing up (and if you are, that’s interesting, because how many people read that way?), I’d advise you to search the immediate area for anything you can sit on.

Chair. Sofa. Upside-down trash can. Toilet (close the lid first – unless nature is calling).

Okay, are you ready? Because what I’m about to tell you is the equivalent of Frodo Baggins finding out that he has to carry an evil ring into the heart of a volcano that’s halfway across the continent while his allies bicker and his enemies try to kill him.

Did I mention Frodo is not wearing shoes?

Yeah, what I’m about to tell you is THAT kind of revelation. It’s challenging. It’s intimidating. It might make you want to quit before you begin.

The good news is – this is where ALL heroes start their journeys. They realize that the thing they want most isn’t going to just fall from the sky.

Harry wanted to learn about magic. Hello, Voldemort. Katniss wanted to protect her sister. Hello, Hunger Games. Luke wanted to join the Rebel Alliance. Hello, Darth Vader.

Okay, I’ve avoided it long enough.

Here’s the scariest thing I’m going to tell you in this book.

Even scarier than the fact that we’ll probably never be famous or rich?

Yup. Buckle up. Here it is:

I once attended a writers’ conference. (No, that’s not it.) I heard an awesome presentation from a Great Writer. (Also not it.) Near the start of her presentation, the Writer said something that made the room go totally still. We all froze like insects trapped in tree sap. It was allergy season, and nobody sneezed.

This is what that Great Writer said:

“Don’t publish a single word until you’ve written a million.”

HOW many?

A million.

Words.

Think about your last writing assignment at school. How long was it? Three hundred words? Five hundred? Three paragraphs? A page?

Do you know how many five-hundred-word essays you’d have to write to get to One Million Words?

Two thousand.

How many have you written since the school year started? And how many of those were creative fiction?

During high school alone, you’d have to write 500 five-hundred-word essays each year to meet that goal. That’s more essays than there are days in the school calendar.

You weren’t planning on having a social life, were you?

––––––––
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