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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Writer’s Soul . . . 


“How does one become a writer? It’s the question we’ve all asked, and within these covers are the answers of those who know.”


Tony Hillerman 
author, Hunting Badger and twenty-odd novels,
Grand Master Award Winner, Mystery Writers of America
and Spur Award Winner, Western Writers of America 


“Chicken Soup for the Writer’s Soul speaks to the very essence of every writer. These stories will make you chuckle, wipe a tear from your eye and inspire you to keep writing.”


Melanie Rigney 
editor, Writer’s Digest magazine 


“Any book that tells the truth about what it’s like to be a writer has to say how hard and time-consuming it is, as well as how occasionally wonderful. To its great credit, this book does just that.”


John F. Baker 
editorial director, Publishers Weekly 


“This is a wonderful book, full of warmth, insights, inspiration and ideas for all those who aspire to write for others.”


Brian Tracy 
author, Psychology of Achievement, Maximum Achievement
and Success Is a Journey 


“You won’t want to put this book down. Each heartfelt story will grab you and not let go. It’s an easy read because these professional writers know how to spin a good yarn. As a pleasurable read, this book is a must for learning centers and school libraries everywhere.”


Kathy Carpenter 
director, The Learning Center, University of Nebraska,
Kearney, and past president, College Reading and Learning
Association (CRLA) 


“Chicken Soup for the Writer’s Soul will rekindle the spirits and open the hearts of writers everywhere. I highly recommend it to all writers and would-be writers.”


Dr. Albert J. Geritz 
chair, English Department, Fort Hays State University,
Hays, Kansas 


“Informative. Intriguing. Confirms once and for all: Soup is good food.”


Ridley Pearson 
author, Middle of Nowhere, The First Victim 
and other bestselling novels 


“Chicken Soup for the Writer’s Soul is the best writing companion I have ever found. It is like a support group between the covers of a book. I highly recommend it to all writers and student writers everywhere.”


John Tullius 
author, Body of Crime, Against the Law and twelve other
books and director, Maui Writer’s Retreat and Conference 


“Students enjoy the Teenage Soul books. Finally, we have a Chicken Soup for the Soul book on writing. With Writer’s Soul, students will not only learn to write better, they now can chart a career path with their writing skills.”


Kathy Krape 
chair, English Department, Heritage High School,
Littleton, Colorado 


“Chicken Soup for the Writer’s Soul makes authors human beings in the eyes of the novice reader. It inspires confidence in urging one to get back on the horse.”


Thomas R. Dayton 
president-elect, College Reading and
Learning Association (CRLA) 


“Students learn to read and write by studying good examples. The excellent stories in this book will help inspire students to write their own essays, journal entries and short stories. I recommend it as a reader.”


Dr. Robert Frew 
dean, English Department, American River College,
Sacramento, California 


“Read on, and then write on!”


Michael Berberich 
textbook author and English teacher at Galveston College, Texas 
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I have come to believe that there are no new plots and few new stories, only unusual recombinations of things that have been told before. But what is new, and fresh and original is the author’s lens through which these situations are viewed. Our gift, and consequently our responsibility as writers, is to view life situations in our naturally unique way and report the truth about their meanings and values to the reading public so they can have fresh insight into the human condition. We are each unique in the universe and, therefore, so are the stories we tell.


—Elizabeth Engstrom 


I believe that man will not merely endure: he will prevail. He is immortal, not because he alone among creatures has an inexhaustible voice, but because he has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance. The poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to write about these things. It is his privilege to help man endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and honor and hope and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of his past. The poet’s voice need not merely be the record of man, it can be one of the props, the pillars to help him endure and prevail.


—William Faulkner
Excerpt from his Acceptance Speech
for the Nobel Prize for Literature
December 10, 1950, Stockholm, Sweden 
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Introduction 


Maybe once in a lifetime, along comes a book that makes a real difference in the life of a writer. Chicken Soup for the Writer’s Soul is that book. The mission of this book— to turn you, America and the world onto the value of writing—has attracted some of the finest authors in the world to share their stories with you. You’ll recognize many of their names because you have read their work before. However, you may not know how they began writing, struggled to get published, faced rejection, focused hard on their own work, and finally realized their dreams by becoming published authors. They have revealed their life stories here for you.


You’ll learn how Sue Grafton wrote six unpublished novels before she sold ‘A’ Is for Alibi, the first of fifteen bestselling mystery novels. Or read how Steve Allen, a TV personality and author of more than fifty books and 8,000 songs, was accused of plagiarism; how Catherine Lanigan overcame a university professor’s cruelty to—after waiting fourteen years—publish bestsellers Romancing the Stone and Jewel of the Nile; how Ernest J. Gaines, who couldn’t go into a public library until he was fifteen years of age, checked out his first book and declared “I’m going to be a writer” and is now an icon in American literature; how Barnaby Conrad helped shape the young Alex Haley’s writing career; how Gene Perret practiced writing hundreds of jokes for Bob Hope long before Bob Hope ever hired him; how Hugh Prather, frustrated with his writing career, began writing personal notes that became his bestseller Notes to Myself, eventually selling five million copies; how John Tullius’s uncle mentored him toward a fulfilling writing career; and how Lois Duncan wrote her way through college, tripling her income as she learned.


These and many, many more great stories await you.


As you read these marvelous stories, you, too, will feel their passion and will be inspired to try your own hand at writing. You will begin to find your own writing voice, to experience value moments (“Ahas!”) as you write, to overcome rejection, to gain the courage to persevere, and, by writing fine stories, you’ll remake a world. We urge you to read these stories over and over again to capture the valuable lessons, insights and wisdom found within.


We believe this book will sustain you during times of challenge, frustration and failure, and will guide you to new levels of seeing, feeling, perceiving and being. We hope Writer’s Soul will become your life-long companion, inspiring you to open your heart and rekindle your spirit again and again, motivating you to become the best writer you can possibly be. In short, let this legacy of heartfelt stories touch you deeply, enabling you to clearly understand, as writer Jennifer Martin puts it so well in this book, “how sacred is the written word that paints portraits on our souls.”






1


HOW I
BECAME A
WRITER


When I want to read a good book, I write one.


Benjamin Disraeli 






Ronny’s Book 


At first glance, Ronny looked like every other kid in the first-grade classroom where I volunteered as the Reading Mom. Wind-blown hair, scuffed shoes, a little bit of dirt behind his ears, some kind of sandwich smear around his mouth.


On closer inspection, though, the layer of dirt on Ronny’s face, the crusty nose, and the packed grime under his fingernails told me he didn’t get dirty at school. He arrived that way.


His clothes were ragged and mismatched, his sneakers had string for laces, and his backpack was no more than a plastic shopping bag.


Along with his outward appearance, Ronny stood apart from his classmates in other ways, too. He had a speech impediment, wasn’t reading or writing at grade-level, and had already been held back a year, making him eight years old in the first grade. His home life was a shambles with transient parents who uprooted him at their whim. He had yet to live a full year in any one place.


I quickly learned that beneath his grungy exterior, Ronny possessed a spark, a resilience that I’d never seen in a child who faced such tremendous odds.


I worked with all the students in Ronny’s class on a one-on-one basis to improve their reading skills. Each day, Ronny’s head twisted around as I came into the classroom, and his eyes followed me as I set up in a corner, imploring, “Pick me! Pick me!” Of course I couldn’t pick him every day. Other kids needed my help, too.


On the days when it was Ronny’s turn, I’d give him a silent nod, and he’d fly out of his chair and bound across the room in a blink. He sat awfully close—too close for me in the beginning, I must admit—and opened the book we were tackling as if he were unearthing a treasure the world had never seen.


I watched his dirt-caked fingers move slowly under each letter as he struggled to sound out “Bud the Sub.” It sounded more like “Baw Daw Saw” when he said it because of his speech impediment and his difficulty with the alphabet.


Each word offered a challenge and a triumph wrapped as one; Ronny painstakingly sounded out each letter, then tried to put them together to form a word. Regardless if “ball” ended up as “Bah-lah” or “bow,” the biggest grin would spread across his face, and his eyes would twinkle and overflow with pride. It broke my heart each and every time. I just wanted to whisk him out of his life, take him home, clean him up and love him.


Many nights, after I’d tucked my own children into bed, I’d sit and think about Ronny. Where was he? Was he safe? Was he reading a book by flashlight under the blankets? Did he even have blankets?


The year passed quickly and Ronny had made some progress but hardly enough to bring him up to grade level. He was the only one who didn’t know that, though. As far as he knew, he read just fine.


A few weeks before the school year ended, I held an awards ceremony. I had treats, gifts and certificates of achievement for everyone: Best Sounder-Outer, Most Expressive, Loudest Reader, Fastest Page-Turner.


It took me awhile to figure out where Ronny fit; I needed something positive, but there wasn’t really much. I finally decided on “Most Improved Reader”—quite a stretch, but I thought it would do him a world of good to hear.


I presented Ronny with his certificate and a book—one of those Little Golden Books that cost forty-nine cents at the grocery store checkout. Tears rolled down his cheeks, streaking the ever-permanent layer of dirt as he clutched the book to his chest and floated back to his seat. I choked back the lump that rose in my throat.


I stayed with the class for most of the day; Ronny never let go of the book, not once. It never left his hands.


A few days later, I returned to the school to visit. I noticed Ronny on a bench near the playground, the book open in his lap. I could see his lips move as he read to himself.


His teacher appeared beside me. “He hasn’t put that book down since you gave it to him. He wears it like a shirt, close to his heart. Did you know that’s the first book he’s ever actually owned?”


Fighting back tears, I approached Ronny and watched over his shoulder as his grimy finger moved slowly across the page. I placed my hand on his shoulder and asked, “Will you read me your book, Ronny?” He glanced up, squinted into the sun, and scooted over on the bench to make room for me.


And then, for the next few minutes, he read to me with more expression, clarity, and ease than I’d ever thought possible from him. The pages were already dog-eared, like the book had been read thousands of times already.


When he finished reading, Ronny closed his book, stroked the cover with his grubby hand and said with great satisfaction, “Good book.”


A quiet pride settled over us as we sat on that playground bench, Ronny’s hand now in mine. I at once wept and marveled at the young boy beside me. What a powerful contribution the author of that Little Golden Book had made in the life of a disadvantaged child.


At that moment, I knew I would get serious about my own writing career and do what that author had done, and probably still does—care enough to write a story that changes a child’s life, care enough to make a difference. I strive to be that author.


Judith A. Chance 






A Writer’s Journey 


For a long time when I was asked how I started writing, I would say that I started writing in that Andrew Carnegie library in Vallejo, California, 1949. But for the last few years, I have come to realize that my apprenticeship as a writer happened many years earlier. Until I was fifteen years old, I lived on a sugarcane plantation in south Louisiana. Many of the old people on that plantation had never gone to school a day in their life. My aunt who raised me told me that I should write letters for the old people who could not write, and read their letters for them when they received mail. Writing the letters was a task that I did not look forward to doing, because the old people had little to say after, “Dear So and So, how are you? I am well and hope you are the same.” After that they became quiet, and it was my duty to create the letter by asking them questions, and then adding some observations of my own. They always wanted you to write on both sides of the sheet of paper, but they had not said enough to fill even half the page on one side. So if you wanted to go out and shoot marbles or play baseball with your friends, you had to think, and think fast, which I did. I wrote about the weather, about the vegetable gardens in the backyard, and any other little thing that seemed important—but quickly as I could, so I could be free to play with my other brother and my friends who were not required to do this kind of work. The old people would pay me a nickel or maybe tea cakes and milk. I did not realize that, at the time I was sitting on the floor near their chairs, I was training to be a writer. I was between twelve and fourteen years old at the time, and I was as educated as anyone else on that plantation except for the schoolteacher.


I came to California at the age of fifteen in 1948. My mother got a job in one of the military plants, my stepfather enlisted into the merchant marines, and I was sent to school.


But like any fifteen or sixteen year old, I wanted to be with my friends after school. If we did not play football, we would hang around on the street corners, until my stepfather came in from one of his trips in the merchant marines and told me I had better find something to do with my free time.


I had three choices, the movies, the YMCA, or the library. I didn’t have any money, so movies were out. That left the library and the YMCA. I chose the YMCA because I had never been inside one before. I had never been inside a library before either, but YMCA sounded more exciting. There was a basketball court, a swimming pool, a weight lifting room, and a dance hall with a piano. I did not know how to play basketball, I could not swim, I did not know how to shoot pool, or play a piano. But I hung around and watched others do these things.


One day someone asked me if I would like to put on some boxing gloves. I had put on boxing gloves once or twice before, but I knew nothing about the art of boxing. I had nothing else to do that day, and I wanted to be accepted; so I put on the gloves and got into the ring. I was to find out later that my opponent was a sparring partner for a professional fighter. But no one had to tell me that—I found out for myself by the second round. Between the first round and half way through the second, my opponent had hit me everywhere that it was legal to hit someone. Midway through the second round, I turned my back on him and leaning back against the ropes, I began removing the gloves, using my teeth to hurry the process, while everyone in the gym stood around laughing. Next day or a couple days later, I went to the library.


This was the first time I had ever gone into a library, because the one in town nearby where I lived in Louisiana was for Whites only. I can still remember the day I first went into that Carnegie Library in Vallejo, California. I had to go up a set of marble steps, through double doors, through a foyer, into the main room of the library. I saw two or three women behind a counter, and other people reading magazines and newspapers at tables. These people were of different races and different ages, so I felt it was all right for me to be there too. I approached the magazine rack, took a magazine at random, and sat down at the table. No one paid me any attention. But I watched everything around me. I spent more time looking over the top of the magazine than I did reading it. For the next few days I must have done the same thing, taken a magazine or a newspaper off the rack, sat down at the table and looked around more than I did reading.


I noticed that some people left the library carrying books under their arms. One day I got up enough courage to ask one of the women behind the counter how does one take books from the library. She gave me a form and told me to have my parents fill it out and I would receive a library card. About the time I received the card, I noticed a set of stairs leading up to a second floor. It took me a while to build up the courage to go up there, and it was like taking a trip into a foreign country. There were racks and racks and racks of books, more books than I could have imagined existed. I walked down every aisle that was not occupied by someone else, looking at the books, the titles, the authors’ names, but never removing the books from the shelves. I know I did not check a book out that day, and maybe it was several more days before I took a book home. But whether I was taking a book home or reading it at the library, I became aware that I was choosing books with certain titles without really knowing why. If the title had road in it, or water or tree or land or field or country or farm, I would take that book from the shelf. Later I realized that I chose those titles because I was looking for something about my background, southern and rural. During my first fifteen and a half years, I had lived on a plantation where I had worked in the fields from the time I was eight years old. I had fished in the bayous and the rivers at about that same age, and I had gone into the swamps to pull the end of a hand saw when I was no more than eleven. So when tree came up in a title, or earth in the title, land or water in the title, my interest perked up as well.


But many of these books left me with a feeling of disappointment. Though they spoke of earth, land, water, trees, and the people who lived and worked there, they were not describing my people, the people I had left in the South—my aunt who raised me, and the old people who visited her and for whom I wrote letters. They were not describing my brothers and my uncles; they were not talking about my friends with whom I had played ball and shot marbles. They were talking about others, and I did not see me there.


In 1949, my mother had a baby boy—Michael. That summer, it was my duty to look after Michael while my mother was at work. I thought this would give me an opportunity to write a novel. Novel writing couldn’t be very hard; look how many books there were in the library. My big problem was to keep Michael quiet and not disturb me while I wrote. That was accomplished by both of us lying on the floor, and while I wrote in longhand on a notebook, the other hand was held lightly over Michael’s eyes. When he got tired of that, he would eventually give up trying to stay awake and go to sleep.


When I finished my book in longhand, I got my mother to rent me a typewriter. I knew nothing at all about typing, just as I would find out that I knew nothing about writing a novel. I would spend hours on hours pecking on the typewriter with one finger, while I kept my other hand over Michael’s eyes until he went to sleep.


Since books are printed on sheets about half the size of the average sheet of paper, I decided to cut my sheets of paper in halves. Since books are printed on both sides of the page, I did that as well. Since books are printed in single space, I did that too. I wanted to make it easy for the publishers.


I finished my novel sometime during the spring or summer of 1950. I found some brown wrapping paper in the kitchen and some strings somewhere in a drawer, and I wrapped and tied up my manuscript and sent it to New York. A month or so later it came back accompanied by one of those patented rejection slips: “Sorry. But keep us in mind.” I took the manuscript outside and burned it in the incinerator. That was the end of my initial attempt at writing—because I had been neglecting my school work and falling further and further back in my classes.


After graduating from high school and spending two years in junior college, I enlisted into the army. On being discharged, I enrolled at San Francisco State to study writing and American Literature. Later I would win a fellowship to Stanford University. Both at State and Stanford I had wonderful teachers who encouraged me to write about the things I knew—to write about that Louisiana I had come from, and the lives of the people who lived there. They told me to write about my aunt and about the old people who could not read and write, and to write about my brother and my friends and the way we lived and the way we played. They assigned me books to read, and they showed me how other writers had put their experiences into writing.


For seven years, I wrote and supported myself with a variety of menial jobs before my first book, Catherine Carmier, was published. It was another three years before my work began to be recognized when Of Love and Dust was published in 1967. Since then, most of my books have been translated into many foreign languages. The bestsellers, Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman and A Lesson Before Dying, won Emmy Awards for their film adaptations. Because of my work, I have received the MacArthur Foundation Award for a lifetime of literary achievement, have been named Chevalier of the Order of Arts and Letters by France and have been elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters.


When I look back on this long journey, I feel that I’m still writing those letters for the old people, and not only for the old, but for the young as well. And not only for those whom I knew as a child, but for those who lived many generations before. They were not given a chance to read and write, and I was. But without their voices, had I not sat on that porch and wrote those letters fifty years ago, I doubt that there would be any book or films, or awards. I am certain that I would not be where I am today. 


Ernest J. Gaines 






Vindication 


Q: Confronted with a world of new possibilities and towering expectations, what is a Mexican-American Harvard graduate most likely to do in life?


A: Disappoint.


And, despite a résumé which is unusually long and distinguished for a thirty-one-year-old, I have always been most terrified of disappointing my parents. For all that my mother and father were unable to accomplish in their own lives, growing up as they did surrounded by poverty and discrimination, the accomplishments of my brother, sister and me have somehow been expected to compensate.


And for me, attending and graduating from the most prestigious university in the country was a fine start. Trouble is, the career path I chose after that went in a totally different direction from the one that they would have chosen for me. They had always expected me to simply become a lawyer, an option that now seems to me terribly unimaginative. My father, in particular, had, as a career cop, always held lawyers in high regard and had always prompted me in that direction, force-feeding me his ambitions like a plate of vegetables.


But now, years later, I have arrived, by fits and starts and against the grain of my proud parents’ ambitions, at a place that I never dreamed existed.


I’m a writer.


That path has been, at times, fraught with discomfort, anxiety and doubt. I was often tempted to turn back. One reason that I didn’t was that I realized, along the way, that the choice had never really been mine in the first place, but that my journey, however difficult, had been predetermined by fate.


The precise moment of my liberation came at the point at which I admitted to myself that, despite the culture of achievement in which I had been raised, I’d rather be a struggling writer than a successful lawyer. And now that the road is clear, my heart is filled with the satisfaction of knowing that I am finally able to scratch out a comfortable living doing what I dearly love doing, and I know what I am supposed to be doing.


But, it is also scarred by the clear memory of those turbulent and uncertain days, days which are behind me for now, but not far and maybe not for long.


I remember, for instance, that an argument with my father two years ago was an especially vicious one. The shouting, the cursing, the flaring of tempers on opposite ends of the phone line, each party striving to be heard over the recriminations of the other. The drama—which used to play itself out, on cue, two or three times a year— would inevitably begin with a dose of parental concern. The old man’s words were chosen carefully and intended to soften the blow of the lecture to follow.


“We worry about you, your mother and me. It’s hard for you, we know.”


Yes, it was hard. It had been hard since the beginning— harder than I could ever have imagined, years ago, when I first decided to make a full-blown profession out of something that many others, of perhaps sounder judgment, are content to delve into only as a hobby.


It was excruciatingly hard making a living at it, to be sure. As a freelancer, I’d write nearly every day, faxing out unsolicited essays and editorials to a stable of newspapers and magazines. Sometimes, checks would arrive in the mail. But never as dependably as bills did. And so, I was living back in my native San Joaquin Valley, nestled in the center of California. I was seeking shelter under my girlfriend’s roof and occasionally working, for seventy-five dollars a day as a substitute teacher in poor, rural, elementary and secondary schools to help support my writing habit. I’d also lecture, when invited to, on college campuses, collecting speaking fees and honorariums whenever possible. And, since I had once been employed as a radio talk show host in Los Angeles, I would occasionally hire myself out to sit in for a local radio personality. And it was all to support my writing.


Apart from the immediate scramble to survive, I would also peck away, whenever possible, on long-term book projects. Having already written and published one book at a young age—I was twenty-five—I spent several hours a week coming up with new ideas and drafting new book proposals so that I might duplicate the feat. And then, I’d wait and wait and wait. Then the wait would end in a stream of rejection letters from unconvinced publishers. And so, I’d flip on my computer and start again.


“How long do you expect to keep this up? You’re not making it. You’re struggling. Your mother and I want to see you successful.”


And I wanted to see my parents proud of me again. After nine years as a freelance writer, an author, a lecturer, a contributor to major newspapers and national magazines, a radio talk show host and part-time teacher, I was still struggling to pay my bills and meet my responsibilities.


Finally, in the spring of last year, I had had enough. Not of the writing but of where I had been doing it. Determined as I had been to be a writer, I had been just as determined to be one in my hometown. But one goal seemed to work against the other. I had always chalked up the desire to remain close to my roots to a sense of guilt over my classmates and I having, as ambitious teenagers, so eagerly abandoned my hometown in the sort of brain drain common to small towns of limited opportunity. The difficulty came with the simple truth that the San Joaquin Valley could support only a limited number of professions and mine was, apparently, not one of them.


Suddenly, I knew that I could not accomplish both goals. I had to choose. And I chose the writing.


And so, reluctantly and with a sad heart, I began to look again beyond its borders, spreading the word to editors at various newspapers that I was ready to leave the valley if anyone was interested in making me an offer. Within ten days, I was sent a plane ticket and hotel accommodations for a two-day interview with the Arizona Republic in Phoenix. Two months later, I had a lucrative offer, complete with moving expenses. More importantly, in hiring me as both a reporter and a columnist, those who hired me were challenging the rules of conventional journalism and allowing me to do what other newspapers had been reluctant to—maintain my own voice.


I remember the exact day that I accepted the offer. Standing in the shower, my mind wandered to all that I had endured over nine years—all the mistakes, all the tortured prose, all the rejection letters and collection notices and I felt proud, somehow, that I had found the strength and courage to keep the faith. Then, in a mixture of relief and pride and joy, tears streamed down my face. And I was overwhelmed.


Now I spend my days in a newsroom, surrounded by others who make their living wrestling with the written word. We have cell phones and pagers and expense accounts. My salary is five times what it was last year. I don’t have to teach anymore—my stints of “bus duty” are over. But I still lecture and host radio shows. And I’ll write more books.


But none of that is as satisfying as the knowledge that my parents are sleeping better these days, that they are proud of me again.


And even if success is the best revenge, it cannot be as sweet as the words that my father spoke one afternoon recently. We were back home, driving in the mountains near the spot where we’d gone fishing when I was a boy. We stopped at an old general store, where my father struck up a neighborly conversation with an old man stacking canned goods behind the counter.


“We just came up here for the afternoon,” my father said. “Thought we’d see how high the water was, maybe do some fishing later.


“That’s my boy there,” he said, pointing to me.


“He’s a writer.”


Ruben Navarrette Jr.






1,600 Articles Ago . . .


A professional writer is an amateur who didn’t quit.


Richard Bach 


It began innocently enough, a many-mile bike ride to the Des Plaines Theater to see a Saturday afternoon Roy Rogers movie. My fate was sealed when Dick Bauer walked by and asked me if I knew how to type.


Mind you, I was a sophomore in high school and about half as tall as a human. Dick Bauer was a junior and loomed like a giant.


“Why?” I asked at such a weird request, as the line started to move toward the door.


“Because if you can, go over to the Suburban Times office before four and talk with Floyd Fulle, an old guy, who needs somebody to write the high school sports for the paper.”


Forget that I’d never touched a typewriter—I’d cross that bridge if I came to it. I saw Roy, Gabby Hayes and Trigger win again, then peddled across town to find the old man Fulle, who was every bit of thirty-five.


“Can you type?” Fulle asked.


“Sure, why?” I replied, too scared to be diplomatic or coy.


“Because my last sportswriter handwrote everything, and he couldn’t spell either. He’d put a person in three times with three different spellings. If you can type, it’s ten dollars a week. Fill up the page and have it here Tuesday morning before school. For God’s sake, ask people how they spell their name.” He waved me away like a hired gnat.


“You need something this Tuesday?” I asked.


“Aren’t you still on vacation? No, start next Tuesday. Go talk to the football coach. Check cross-country. You’re the sports editor, you figure it out. Just give me a full page.”


There I was, an instant sports editor, suddenly rich, and he never once asked if I could even finish a sentence! So much for playing for the Cubs or buying a man’s hat and becoming some kind of an executive after high school: I was a journalist!


You can imagine the surprise back home when I shared the news. Gordon got a job! You’d think they were announcing the sinking of the Titanic or Liberace’s marriage. And a journalist! My mother was certain they had hired the wrong Gordon. My twin brother couldn’t stop laughing. My kid brother looked at me like I’d contracted a disease. Only my dad had his wits about him. “You can type? What are you going to use, Guttenberg blocks?”


I’d come to the bridge.


“Well, I can’t really type, but how hard can it be? You just hunt around until you find each letter, hit it and keep going. It’d be a little slow in the beginning . . .”


“Yeh,” my twin added, “like the football season will be over by the time you finish your first article.”


“So I get the information on Saturday, write the stuff on Sunday, and type Monday after school. Big deal.” I wasn’t about to go back to Floyd Fulle and lose my weekly windfall.


“Dad, you’ve got parts of every mechanical contraption ever thrown out down at your place. Don’t you have a typewriter—or two halves we could stitch together?”


He laughed. “I’ll dig around and see what I can find.”


The following Monday my father brought home a huge monstrosity coated in dust, the keys obscured by machine oil and sweat. He owned a job shop and was an inventor—a “perfector,” he called it: “They tell me, or bring it in, and I make it work.” He was vague about the origin of this machine. I suspect he’d paid three dollars to one of his buddies who found it in some storage bin.


“It works,” he announced. “I wrote a letter, and it was as smooth as butter!” That brought instant dismay, then laughter since my father had cut off his typing finger in a punch press and couldn’t spell. He was as likely to type a letter as he was to dance in The Nutcracker. Not a ringing testimonial. 


We dusted it off, got out the turpentine, and cleaned off the keys and their arms. It sparkled when we were done. But nobody actually tried it, other than to bat at a few random keys to see if we could read the result. We could. I’d keep it pure until I really needed it.


Getting the information was simple enough. Everybody liked to talk about themselves, including the coaches, particularly if they would read about it later. Put it all in some order, get the schedules for the fall sports, and I was ready for my debut. It seemed like robbery taking ten whole dollars for just that.


I read the entire Chicago Daily News sports section the next Sunday morning looking for clues. Keep it to two sentences per paragraph, no jawbreaking words, don’t use “I,” and let somebody talk every few paragraphs, preferably the coach or the stars. Duck soup.


I wrote two articles that afternoon.


An interview with the football coach and a few of the better players about the coming year. In retrospect, they all sounded the same. The coach either said nothing or talked like a machine gun, but to write it that way made him sound like he had an IQ of forty-five. The players, who probably weren’t that smart, rambled on, fumbling their verbs and mismatching their pronouns. So I converted their incoherence into complete sentences that finished in the same direction they had started. Their girlfriends must have been impressed. Nothing to sports-writing that a dictionary, thesaurus, imagination and a pencil couldn’t correct.


The article about boys’ cross-country (girls were still considered too delicate to run that far in public) was easier. The coach was a regular teacher, English or history or something requiring articulation. He gave me yards of prose which I pruned to feet. I didn’t call any of the runners. It didn’t matter. Who cared about cross-country?


And lots of schedules with opponents, times and places. Page fillers, bless them.


All that was missing was putting this text and the schedules into typed form. I rushed home on Monday, ate a sandwich, cleared off the table in the basement, found a tall chair, inserted paper and started the hunt for the letters.


Simple as poking a pig, except when I got to the letter “e,” which was the second letter I needed. The key went down, the arm made noise, something flew up paperward, but nothing printed. I checked the renegade type arm: There was no font attached to it!


A mean internal voice asked, how many other keys have nothing at the end of them? I banged every key— qwertyuiop, and so on—and only the “e” had fled. It could have been worse.


So I typed as if the “e” was replete and brilliant, the star of the pack, except that I put tape on the key itself to send my finger to the space bar. I’d write in the “e’s” later. I began at about five, expecting to finish in time to do some homework, hear a radio show, and go to bed by ten. At 5:15 the next morning I finished typing my copy. Then I wrote in the missing “e’s,” just in time to survive a fried egg, throw the copy and my untouched books in my bike basket, and pedal like the wind into town, drop off the text and rush to school, with one minute to spare. Forget about sleep, I had six classes, each good for a short nap. Beating the deadline was what counted.


That afternoon I called Floyd Fulle to see if what I wrote was okay.


“What happened to the ‘e’ on that typewriter? Get it fixed. Don’t use the word ‘and’ so often. Get your check every Tuesday morning.”


My dad took the typewriter to work and brought it back a few days later. He’d purloined an “e” from another typewriter and welded it to mine. It looked ugly, required twice the punching power, was the wrong font, and listed about fifteen degrees to the right. But it lasted three full years, 120 weeks times ten dollars. I was too young and dumb to know what I was doing touching all those athletes and their families with stories still sitting yellowed, in albums in attics. But I did spell the names right, and it was a lot of fun. The only problem: It was so much fun it prevented me from making something of myself. I could be a plumbing wizard or a yodeler or even a hypnotist, but for the joy of tweaking words. Being a journalist was duck soup.


Gordon Burgett 






At Aunt Jennie’s Knee 


The Native American voice was once a mighty 
     roar across this land.
But just as the vast buffalo herds once thundered 
     across the plains 
and are no more, the voice of the American 
     Indian has faded to a whisper.


The powerful voice and the age-old wisdom of the Native American—carried in drumbeat and passed from tongue to tongue as the evening fires met the twilight—still live.


The timeless philosophy and principles for living await those who choose to—Catch the Whisper of the Wind.


Cheewa James 


When we were young children in the 1940s, my brother, sister and I would pile into the back seat of our car every Sunday for the ride to visit my great-great-great aunt Jennie Clinton, who lived on the Klamath Indian Reservation in Oregon.


She was the last survivor of the Modoc War of 1872 to 1873, fought in what is today the Lava Beds National Monument, California. The Modoc War was the only American Indian war ever fought on California soil. Considering the number of Indians involved, it was one of the most expensive American Indian battles, in loss of money and lives. Fifty Modoc warriors, who had their women and children with them in a natural lava fortress, held off a military force that by the end of the war numbered one thousand U.S. military soldiers. Jennie was a young woman during the war and would pull needed clothes and ammunition from the bodies of fallen soldiers. She hated her job. Jennie died in 1950 somewhere around one hundred years of age.


As we would leave to visit Jennie and some of the other Indian women on the reservation, my mother would turn around to the three of us in the back seat and admonish us not to admire any of the possessions of the older people— especially jewelry. If we expressed admiration for something, chances were, it would be given to us. It was something we three kids picked up on very quickly—and something my mother was very swift to squelch.


As it turned out, the unimagined gift I received from Aunt Jennie proved to be much more valuable than jewelry. As I sat listening to Aunt Jennie tell stories, I knew something special was happening—but at my young age I couldn’t comprehend its full significance. Yet deep down I felt a stirring, an emotional bonding with Jennie, a seed being planted that would ultimately shape my life. But what was this thing that I felt so deeply?


I have often thought back on that early lesson in Native American generosity and lack of emphasis on material possessions. For a little girl just learning about life, I saw the priority the elders gave to the act of sharing. Children do not do what you say; they do what you do. I had my role models early on.


Aunt Jennie was my first and greatest role model as a storyteller, which ultimately shaped my writing life. On those Sundays we would visit Jennie in her old house made of lumber that had long ago peeled to a weather-beaten gray. We three children would sit on her front porch, gathered at her feet.


That put me right at eye-level with her hands. At first they frightened me and reminded me of a bird’s claws. But Sunday by Sunday, I got used to them. They were part of her. To this day, when I see the bony, aging hands of elderly people, I feel tenderness.


Jennie often read to us from the Bible. She was totally blind. Like most of the Modoc, she had become a Quaker after her arrival in Oklahoma Indian Territory, where the Modoc exiles were sent as prisoners of war after the Modoc War. In 1907, the Modocs were allowed to return to the Oregon/California area. Although most did not return because the land of exile had become home, Jennie still remembered the homeland, where her people had resided for many thousands of years, and went back. Knowing she was losing her eyesight, she had memorized great portions of the Bible. With the three of us grouped at her feet, she would open her Bible to a prescribed page and “read.”


Jennie was a master storyteller in the tradition of Native American people. Where written language does not exist, passing information down orally, in an accurate way, becomes an art form, made famous by Alex Haley in Roots. It was also a means of survival. Medicinal cures, theology, food gathering and preparing techniques, geographical directions, herbology—all facets of life were passed down by word of mouth. It was indeed the transferral of a culture.


Jennie Clinton would tell wonderful stories that often had to do with the core of life itself. Into many of her stories, she would weave a message or lesson for us. Because it was all in the framework of meaningful, exciting stories, we did not easily forget the moral.


Jennie taught the beauty of sharing time with words. We have so many substitutes today. Television, computers and video often replace sitting at an elder’s knee. People now have no idea how their parents met, what their grandparents did as young people, or even what happened on the day they were born.


But in those periods of time I spent with Jennie, there was something even more important than the passing of information. I don’t remember everything Jennie said. I was only a small girl at the time. But what I do clearly remember is the emotion—the bonding and the incredible feeling of being part of a continuing circle of love. When I think of her rusty old voice drifting through the air on those lazy Sundays, I feel a warmth, a flood of human caring.


As I wandered through life, attending college, getting married and raising a family, my mind kept drifting back to Aunt Jennie. What was it that felt so incomplete— something missing in my life?


Then one day, it hit me like a bolt of lightning out of the blue: Aunt Jennie’s true gift to me was not jewelry, but the art of storytelling.


At that moment, my future became clear: I, too, would become a storyteller—a professional writer. With a burst of energy over the next few years, I wrote and sold 150 articles and, eventually, two books.


Since I’d married a man who likes birds, snakes and bats, I found my greatest stories in my own life, right under my own nose. I sold my first story to the Kansas City Star on what it was like to be a birdwatcher’s wife. More of my articles appeared in Smithsonian and National Wildlife on rare bats, stories that read just as I would speak them. Most of the articles I published, I was able to share initially in verbal story form with my two sons, David and Todd. As a writer, I discovered very quickly that adult readers are just grown-up children.


Life is a series of stories—and everyone has one. It was only right that my first book, Catch the Whisper of the Wind, be a compilation of stories about Native North Americans. Where did I find these people? They sat next to me on planes, pumped my gas, sold me jewelry. In other words, any Native American that I chanced to run into in the course of a day was great material for the book. Although many people started their stories by telling me they really didn’t have a story, they all had a story to tell.


Later, writing—and storytelling—helped me find a niche as a television talk show host, news anchor, and finally a professional speaker.


I learned well at Aunt Jennie’s knee. Even though she never put it into words and would probably be astonished at what she has passed on to me, Jennie taught me a lot about writing and life.


Jennie taught me that the human heart and mind are boundless and amazing. She taught me that the greatest tool a writer has is not the pen, paper, typewriter or computer. It isn’t even the command of grammar, composition and word formation. It is the ability to listen.


Aunt Jennie’s voice, once a strong force across this land, is long gone now. But her spirit—who she was, what she stood for, and what she taught me—lives on. Even today, I can hear her voice—if I’ll only catch the whisper of the wind.


Cheewa James 






The Writer’s Song 


Growing up, I was among the forgotten. I was battered, beaten, emotionally and sexually abused. For over ten years my father invaded my life, attaching himself like a barnacle, unwanted and feared. The names he hurled at me eroded my self-esteem. I was called “the girl with no mouth.” I rarely spoke to or answered anyone. Between my father and me was my mother, silent and unmovable. The Sphinx factor who cast a long, dark shadow over me. With fists and switches, she made the bruises and welts that hid beneath my skirts. I was the Cinderella of the family, stripped of emotional ties.


For years I went through life bandaging deep, bleeding wounds that wouldn’t heal. I read books and articles about the abuse but kept the secret sealed within. I joined (at forty-three) a church support group: Incest Survivors Anonymous. The hurt I listened to strained like toxic puree through me. It was then I learned the value of my writing. We were asked to write a paragraph about the abuse. Instead, I brought in a letter I had written to my father. In clear tones, struggling to keep my composure, I read what I had written. When I looked up, a sea of crying faces looked back at me—with compassion, with understanding. It had taken me an hour to write that letter. It had taken me my whole life to form the words.


After the meeting, the women stopped to talk to me. “Your letter was wonderful,” one said. “I wish I had the courage to write it.” I had forgotten the power of words: how they speak to the heart, vindicate the spirit. I thanked her and hurried on.


Months later, I made my first appointment to see a psychologist. In the reception room, on the walls, hung tropical plant pictures in muted shades of turquoise and peach. On the small desk was a calendar, set on yesterday’s date. It didn’t matter what the time or date. It had taken me forty-three years to get here from nowhere. Destination blurred, I was a ship meandering the channels of a haphazard life.


In her office the psychologist read the patient history I’d filled out. She said to me: “You’ve answered all the questions like a psychologist would. What brings you here so late in life? You seem to have managed well enough by yourself.”


The truth was, I hadn’t. I was a circuit board riddled with fears and anxieties. And was an anomaly even to myself. I am an incest survivor whose baggage had become too heavy to carry by myself. She drew me out, offering, at times, tissues from a box. I shredded and rolled the bits and pieces of them as I talked.


“It’s okay to cry,” she murmured, seeing the shame on my face.


We picked our way through sessions guardedly. Then, one day, she asked: “If you could do anything you wanted, what would it be?”


Without hesitation, I answered: “Write.”


“Then let’s do it,” she said. “Let’s make you a writer.” She sent me home with an assignment: Write a two-page letter to my father about the abuse. No excuses, just do it.


I returned with six pages, more than she’d asked.


“You wrote all this?” she said holding it up.


Then quietly she leaned back in her chair and read it— not in a hurry—but thoughtfully. When finished, she took off her glasses and looked at me: “Your writing is powerful,” she said, tears in her eyes. “What would you like to write?” 


“Something to help others like me,” I said. “A book”—I wasn’t sure.


“I want to read it when you’re done,” she said. When, not if. “The only impediment I see is you. Believe in you!” 


I remember her words. I remember the song of my childhood. The inner drive to put words to paper. No—not just words—but heart and soul. When the kids in school complained about book reports and essays, I was already halfway through them. My imagination blazed an ink-blurred trail across the paper. When I graduated valedictorian from high school, I wrote my own speech. I remember still the hush of the audience, the sudden roar of applause. 


Discouraged by my parents, whose abuse strangled me, I gave up writing, except for classes. “Writers never amount to anything,” they told me. “You will be a teacher.” Inside, the embers still glowed.


I am a writer and a poet now. My poetry has been published in three anthologies. It isn’t standard poetry. It whistles a different tune. Its words are coated with the echoes of abuse. I write from the heart—to the heart of incest survivors everywhere. Mine is a universal voice. I’ve listened to my heart and let it sing.


Sometimes I write silly things. For two years I wrote a column for the Frog Pond newsletter. It’s dedicated to frog collectors like me. I also write articles for Florida Gardening magazine. In the past I’ve been a copywriter for three radio stations.


But always, I return to the book. It’s what defines me. It is my symphony. I write it for the child in me who never knew love. I write it for the children of our yesterdays. For the children of our tomorrows. I hear them calling me. I know so well the patterns of their lives. The trail of tears they follow. In them—in me—I’ve found the answer to my psychologist’s question: “What will you write?”


I must write the words that tell. I must break the silent code that binds us, that others, like me, will know they’re not alone, that, despite the darkness, they (like me) may sing again.


Josie Willis 






Write—To Conquer Your Fear 


Every accomplishment large and small begins with the same decision: I’ll try.


Ted Key 


It was finally time to face my deepest fears. I was standing outside the second-floor classroom in Davies Hall at American River College (ARC) in Sacramento, California, with my knees knocking, my palms sweaty and my confidence at an all-time low. After all, what right did I have to be taking a writing for publication class anyway? Let’s face it: Jocks don’t write.


In 1967, I was in my seventh year as an athletic coach at ARC, and I had finally mustered enough courage to sign up for Duane Newcomb’s “Writing and Selling Magazine Articles” class. I was petrified. I nervously slipped into a seat on the back row, hoping nobody would recognize me among the sixty or so eager students. I’ve never felt more insecure in my life.


I had been wanting to try my hand at selling my writing for the past ten years, but I wouldn’t even try—because I didn’t think I could meet my own high standards. I longed to be a published writer, but fear and doubts had blocked me all this time. I had no way of knowing that my decision to face up to my fears by taking this class would change my life forever.


Duane Newcomb was the catalyst. He opened the class by slamming down a stack of magazines onto the desk and said, “Here’s your new Cadillac. There’s no reason why these writers should earn big money from their writing instead of you. Just picture your byline—your name—in these magazines and you’re on your way.” That really got my attention.


Then something stirred deep within me when he added, “To sell your writing today, you need 90 percent desire and 10 percent talent.” Wow! I thought. Only 10 percent talent. Hey, that’s my category. And I can get excited! Just then the inspirational words of Gustave Flaubert, the great French writer, danced across my mind, “Talent is long patience.”


As Newcomb explained the process of selling our writing, I began to tingle all over. For the first time in my life, I began to believe I might be able to do this. A rush came over me as I stood in line to talk to Newcomb at the end of the class. Connecting instantly, we enjoyed a beer in a local pizza parlor; then we talked the night through. As I left his home at three o’clock the next morning, convinced I had just met my Messiah, Ted Key’s words echoed in my head. I decided to try.


A few weeks later, Newcomb, in front of class, challenged me: “Now that you all know how to write a query letter, Bud will you write one to read to the class next week?” My throat tightened as I nodded. Later, I kicked myself for agreeing to such a foolish stunt. I just knew I was going to embarrass myself in front of the class. I agonized over that query for a week, writing it five times. It was about Vic Leach, a three-time national professional archery champion, who had recently demonstrated his skill in my archery class.


When I nervously read my first-ever query in the writing class, I was stunned by the students’ reaction: They gave me an instant ovation. Grinning, Newcomb said, “It’s ready. Fire it off to the magazine.” I dropped it off at the post office on my way home that night.
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