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To one of my dearest and most prolific writer friends, Peter S. Fischer (Columbo, Murder, She Wrote, Ellery Queen and squillions of other television shows I couldn’t get enough of.) Even after he left Hollywood, his fertile imagination had no intention of retiring. Every time he writes a new book for The Hollywood Murder Mystery Series (and there have been many so far!), yours truly is honored to give each manuscript its first read and to tell him what I think.

Peter also gifted me with something that is as treasured as his friendship—his 50+ year old manual typewriter on which he typed all of the original Columbo and Murder, She Wrote scripts.

I only hope with the passage of time that I will do it justice.
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You fail only if you stop writing.

-Ray Bradbury


Whether or not you have ever aspired to be a published author, the mental paralysis known as writer’s block can likely trace its origins to elementary school. 

The first day back from summer vacation, how many of you had teachers who gave the not-so-original assignment to write an essay about how you spent your time during that three-month break? Although you remembered every detail and may have even talked about it incessantly with all your friends, the problem was channeling those memories into something that would actually look good on paper and get you an A. 

Compounding the problem was the angst that your summer experience—even if it was well written—might not stack up in the coolness equation against your classmates. They went on a family vacation to Machu Picchu. They learned how to play Lacrosse. They started a community garden for a homeless shelter.

You watched movies, walked the dog and collected Pokémon cards.

When you stood up to read your essay, were you nervous it would be to the deafening sound of crickets?

How can you even motivate yourself to get started when you’re already dreading how the finished product will be received? The fear of the blank page—or the blank computer screen—looms larger with each tick of the clock and it doesn’t get any easier into adulthood.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if you could just come up with the perfect first sentence. 

Except that there isn’t one. Further, the longer you keep waiting for the perfect first sentence to materialize, the longer it will take to ever write the second sentence. And the third. And so forth.

Writer’s block is defined as being (1) unable to think of what to write, and (2) unable to think of how to proceed if you do have something to write. Inherent in both of these conditions is the twofold issue of commitment and consequence. 


Some people work better under the pressure of deadlines that have been imposed by others. If, for instance, they have two weeks to prepare a written report for their boss, they’ll be burning the midnight oil on Sunday because they know they can’t show up empty-handed on Monday morning. Their next job appraisal, in fact, may depend on how well they manage time-sensitive assignments.

Others freak out and suffer from performance anxiety that, no matter what they do, it won’t be their best effort. Unlike the person who does absolutely nothing for two weeks and then races to the finish line, there are those who will spend every waking moment of those same two weeks stressing about each word and each sentence and making it more agonizing than a root canal. Sound familiar?

When the stakes are high and the timeline for completion has been set by an external force—a boss, a teacher, a publisher—it’s critical to commit to the task or suffer a real (or perceived) consequence. While in most cases the worst that can happen is simply being asked to do it over and fix any problem verbiage and/or structure, one’s sense of worry can be blown out of proportion if it courts any possible stigma of personal rejection. 

But what about the scenario of an individual who has always talked about writing a novel or a screenplay someday ... and yet has a boatload of excuses as to why s/he hasn’t started it? The difference is that if there’s no outside pressure, no deadline and no expectation of a deliverable, there’s also no risk, no incentive to move a project forward, and no danger of being excluded or ostracized.  Even if the first tentative steps have been taken to get an idea out of one’s head and into printed words, writer’s block is still likely to manifest in the following ways:




Self-doubt. “It seemed like such a blockbuster idea when I began but now it just feels stupid.”



Boredom. “I’m getting tired of my characters. I wish they could just finish this book by themselves.”



Mental Cul de Sac. “I’ve led my plot into a dead end and have no idea how to get out of it.”



Distractions. “Oooooh, cat videos! I think I’ll watch these for a while so I don’t have to work on my novel.” 



Rewrite Ad Nauseum. “Maybe I should just go back to the beginning and rewrite the whole thing.”





While the goal of this book is to supply you with enough creative ideas and story-starters that writer’s block will never darken your door, there’s a correlation between writing and exercising that I’d like you to remember. Specifically, you can buy a membership to the best gym in your neighborhood and have access to the most state-of-the-art equipment for working out, but if you never go, what good is all of it doing you? 

In a nutshell, no one’s going to come to your house to ask you why you’re not at the gym. Unless you have a personal coach or a work-out buddy to keep you accountable and focused, an exercise regimen can be just as solitary a pursuit as trying to become a more accomplished writer. I’m reminded of a colleague’s stay-at-home mum who had bulging shelves of how-to books about writing, a nice computer and printer, and the same 24 hours a day as anyone else on the planet. And yet in the 30+ years I knew her, she never wrote a thing.

The first step to kicking your new regimen into gear is to ask someone you trust to become your wordsmithing trainer. This individual need not be a fellow writer but s/he does need to stay on task in asking you every few days how your writing is going. Even better, s/he needs to be able to read what you’ve written so you’ll know you can’t fake your progress. (“But of course I did 300 push-ups and ran 10 miles yesterday when no one was watching...”)

Initially, this well-meaning dynamic may tempt you to channel your inner Gene Wilder from Young Frankenstein when he instructs Igor and Inga:



“No matter what you hear in there, no matter how cruelly I beg you, no matter how terribly I may scream, do not open this door or you will undo everything I have worked for. Do you understand? Do not open this door.” 



This directive is then immediately followed by:



“Let me out. Let me out of here. Get me the hell out of here. What’s the matter with you people? I was joking! Don’t you know a joke when you hear one?”



If your trainer is as serious about encouraging your career as you should be, s/he will not let you out of the room .. or off the hook.

I applied this wisdom to my own writing habits years ago when I told several of my coworkers I was going to write a romantic suspense novel. Turns out this was a genre they loved and so they asked if they could read my chapters in progress. I agreed to this but told them they needed to help me keep to a firm schedule of a new chapter every single week. 

Since I knew I couldn’t face them on Monday mornings without chapter copies in my hand—nor could I start a pattern of calling in sick—I was able to finish that first book in six months. A year and a half later—still following this regimen with my volunteer trainers—I had completed three more romantic suspense novels and subsequently sold all of them to HarperCollins.

If you don’t as yet have a book or script project in mind, don’t worry. You can easily use any of the warm-up exercises in this book to start building your brain muscles and developing smart habits. Simply show your trainer the exercise, decide on a deadline to complete it ... and start writing. Whether you compose a few paragraphs or a few pages of flash fiction, save all of your efforts in a special file that you can revisit at a later time and perhaps develop further.

Keep in mind as well the psychological aspect of creating a daily “habit” of writing. Studies have shown that if you want to successfully incorporate a new routine into your life, you need to do it for 21 days straight. By Day 22, you can’t not do it. 

What this means, however, is that you can’t skip any days during this trial period. No weekends off, no holidays, no promising yourself you’ll make up for it. It’s like cheating on a diet. Once you start sneaking cookies on the sly and telling yourself that you’ll just eat celery for the rest of the week to counter the caloric damage—well, you get the picture. 

If you write every single day for 9 days and then decide to goof off for a while, the 21-day-clock starts all over from the very beginning. Seriously. The same goes for taking a break after Day 19. So close, and yet so far ...

Will everything you come up with during this period be brilliant? Probably not. Then again, could you expect to run your first marathon after only a couple of really sweaty hours on a treadmill? If the marathon is that important to you, you’ll find a way to stay the course and incrementally build your strength. Likewise, if becoming a confident and accomplished writer is on your list of goals, you’ll find the steadfastness to out-run the obstacles and excuses that have been holding you back and turn them into a tiny blip in the rearview mirror.
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CHAPTER 1
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SNAPPY ONE-LINERS
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IN THE INTRODUCTION, I talked about the challenge of coming up with a catchy first line. But what if someone were to just give you a bunch of opening lines to take off and run with? That’s what the exercises in this chapter are all about. You can use them as the jumping-off point for a short story, an article, a novel, a line of dialogue in a play, or just a few stream-of-consciousness paragraphs based on your personal interpretation of what the line means. The only rule is that you have to use the line exactly as written and it needs to be your opening sentence.
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THE FORTUNE COOKIE








I love to use this exercise in workshops because all of my participants get a tasty snack while they’re mulling what to do with the paper message inside. The next time you get Chinese food, save the cookie’s contents for inspiration. Meanwhile, feel free to give these a trial run:








Hard work pays off in the future; laziness pays off now.








Patience is bitter but its fruit is sweet.








A beautiful, smart and loving person will be coming into your life.








The simplest answer is to act.








A bargain is something you don’t need at a price you can’t resist.











An unexpected relationship will become permanent.








Your mouth may be moving but no one is listening.








Do not fear what you don’t know.




You can also open virtual fortune cookies online at:

http://www.myfortunecookie.co.uk/ http://www.fortunecookiemessage.com/

https://www.astrology.com/game/fortune-cookie.html http://zippytech.com/cookie/fortunecookie.php. 
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WHO SAID IT


This exercise gives you a multiplicity of pairings for an opening line of dialogue in any genre or setting. The first step is to choose a line from Column A, a word from Column B and a character from Column C. The second step is to write what that character says next.
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