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            Hello and Welcome to My Book About Writing!



        I’M REALLY GLAD YOU’RE HERE. Do you

            have a second to chat?


        You do? Fantastic!


        Okay, let me say this as simply as I can: a writer is someone who writes.

            Period. You don’t have to publish what you write to be a writer. You don’t

            need a degree, a certificate, or a license. You don’t need anybody’s

            permission or to follow anybody else’s rules. You don’t even have to be that

            good at it. All you have to do to be a writer is write.


        Have you ever written anything? A poem about your brother’s weird

            toes? A paragraph describing the best way to make a peanut-butter-and-marshmallow-fluff

            sandwich? Four pages of a novel about life on Planet Wonko?


        Okay then—you’re a writer.


        Are you constantly coming up with story ideas, making lists of great

            character names, scribbling scenes in notebooks?


        Excellent. You’ve come to the right book.


        Maybe you’re one of those people who hate to write. Maybe writing a

            story or a paper or a three-sentence paragraph makes you feel like

            you’re taking a bath in a vat of bumblebees and vinegar. Maybe the very idea of

            writing makes your insides shrivel up like a worm on a hot sidewalk.
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        You also have come to the right book.


        I started writing when I was a kid. I wrote lots of poems and the

            beginnings of novels (I always gave up after seven or eight pages). I never thought of

            myself as a writer, but I wrote all the time, which is how I eventually ended up writing

            books like Dovey Coe, Falling In, and Phineas L. MacGuire…

                Erupts! Maybe you’ve read one of my books. If not, I’ll pause here

            while you run to the library and check a few of them out.


        [Pauses. Waits for reader to go to the library.]


        Oh, you’re back. Good!


        So here’s the thing: after I’d published a bunch of books, I

            started teaching writing workshops for kids. Some kids come to these workshops because

            they love to write. Others come because their parents make them. As a teacher, I want to

            make my enthusiastic students even more enthusiastic about writing poems and stories. My

            less enthusiastic students? I want them to learn that everybody has a story to tell and

            can find the words to tell it. At the very least, I want to make the writing process

            a little less painful. Two-thirds less painful. Okay, 37 percent less painful.


        This is a book for writers. It’s a book for writers who love to

            write and writers who like to write and for writers who hate to write. I don’t

            know about you, but that describes me to a T. I love writing, I like writing, I hate

            writing. I find writing easy, hard, exciting, and boring.


        But even on the days when I’m bored, or everything I write sounds

            dumb, I stick with it. Bad days are most often followed by good ones, and weird as it

            sounds, sometimes boredom is what gets you to the exciting stuff. Whatever kind of

            writing day I’m having, I always remember that every time I sit down to write, I

            get to make up new worlds. I get to create people out of thin air. I get to write the

            story I’ve always wanted to read.


        Who else gets to do all that?


        You!


        Now, before we get on with the show, I want to share something very

            important with you. Sometimes I find that younger writers (and some older ones, too)

            have unrealistic expectations about what’s going to happen when they sit down to

            write a story. I think this is one reason some kids decide early on that they’re

            bad writers and shouldn’t even try. So I’ve made a short list of things I

            think are true for all writers, from the most experienced to the absolute beginner. I

            call this list…
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5 THINGS I KNOW FOR SURE ABOUT WRITING



1. FIRST DRAFTS ARE THE WORST DRAFTS.


You have a great idea for a story, but when you sit down to write this amazing, entertaining, brilliant epic—well, you can’t get the words to come out right. In fact, it seems like the words aren’t saying what you want them to say at all! It’s like you’re thinking, Come on words, work with me here! And the words are all watching Netflix and eating nachos.
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So frustrating! In your mind, you see the image of a thousand black stallions thundering across the moonlit plains, the Dark Lord of the Cosmos at the lead. But when you try to transfer this image into words, you come up with something like The black horses ran fast and were really loud. Lord Moribund’s horse was also really fast and loud. He was in the front.


Somehow this lacks the poetry of your original vision. It’s tempting to delete it (or tear it out of your notebook). Don’t! Your job right now is to put your story into words, however lame those words might sound. Think of it this way: when you’re writing a story, you’re creating something that didn’t exist until you made it up and wrote it down. In a way, you’re creating something out of nothing. And you know what? That’s hard work.



2. IT ’S NOT JUST YOU-ALL WRITERS STRUGGLE TO GET IT RIGHT


Think about your favorite book, the book you’ve reread at least ten times, possibly ten million. Ponder the many reasons you love it. Then wrap your brain around the fact that this book—the absolute best book ever written on Planet Earth—started out as a worst first draft. Full of clunky sentences. Poorly described settings. Boring characters. Not only that, the author who wrote this book likely has drawers full of other books that have never seen the light of day, that’s how bad they are. She has piles of stories that fall apart halfway through. She has written sentences that make her cringe to think about. (Okay, it’s possible that I’m talking about myself here. But I know lots and lots of other writers, and most of them also have at least one drawer full of, well, future compost.)


My point is this: all writers struggle to say what they want to say the way they want to say it. It’s not just you, it’s not just me. Sure, we writers have our good days when the words flow and we astonish ourselves with our brilliance, but we have just as many days when we feel like tearing our hair out. The next time you see a picture of your favorite writer, look for the bald patches. And then get back to work.
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3. EVERY WRITER NEEDS AN EDITOR.


We think of writing as a solo activity, and to some extent it is. When you’re writing a draft, it’s you and your computer (or your pen and notebook). But having someone else read what you’ve written and give you feedback is an absolutely essential part of the process. You know what you’re trying to say, but you need a reader to let you know if you’ve actually said what you meant. You also need someone who can tell you what you’ve left out of your story and what you should have left out.


This person is called an editor. Every book you’ve ever loved had an editor, and the editor played a very important role in making that book one you read time and time again. Editors don’t just correct mistakes. They also make suggestions. Sometimes they’ll throw out a few ideas for different directions your story might take. They won’t write your story for you (no matter how much you beg them to), but they will help you make it a lot better.



4. WRITING MEANS REVISING.


So. Let’s accept the idea that our first drafts will be our worst drafts and that we need someone to give us feedback so we can write a much better second draft. You with me? We’ve all agreed to accept this? Fabulous!


It’s harder to accept the fact that a third draft may be required.


Maybe even a fourth.


I’m sorry to have to tell you that.


The good news is that each revision is a little easier to do than the one before. By the time you get to that third (or fourth or fifth) (sorry, sorry!) draft, you’re no longer making huge changes. You’re finessing. You’re adding a scene here or a description there to make your story richer, your plot more compelling.


And fear not: at some point the revisions end. You’ve done all that you can do. This isn’t the same as saying your story is perfect. It’s just as close to perfect as you can get it. And that’s perfect enough.



5. WRITING IS LIKE A SPORT: IT TAKES PRACTICE TO GET GOOD.


Every spring my gym offers a “Couch to 5K” class for out-of-shape people who want to get in shape. That would be me. We start off slow—maybe two laps around the track—and over time we build up our endurance, so by the end of the class six weeks later we can run three miles. Maybe three very slow miles (that would be me again), but three miles all the same. Some people who take this class end up running marathons. (That, in case you were wondering, would not be me.) Others of us never run another race in our lives, but we leave the class in much better shape than we started.


Either way, we former couch potatoes were able to meet our goal—running in a 5K—by practicing every day and building our endurance a little bit at a time.


If you want to be a better runner, run every day.


If you want to be a better writer, write every day.


Now, if you don’t like to write, this sounds like t-o-r-t-u-r-e. My advice to you is to start slow. Get a journal and write for five minutes a day for the first week, build up to ten minutes the second week, and keep adding minutes until you’re up to twenty minutes a day. Write about anything. Write about your favorite team’s chances to win its division or how your sister stole the last brownie, the one that you’d wrapped up in a napkin with the word “POISON” written on it. Write about your dog, how he hides under the couch when he knows he’s about to be put in his crate. Write about that kid you only ever see in the cafeteria, even though she’s in your grade. Where does she hide out for the rest of the day?


Write a story that you add to a little bit every day. It doesn’t matter what you write about—it just matters that you spend time every day writing.
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Why do this? Because the more you practice writing, the easier it gets. The blank screen or page is a lot less scary once you know that filling it up isn’t a big deal. And you might even find that when you write about things you’re interested in, you’ll actually enjoy yourself.


If you love to write, then think of yourself as an athlete training for a big game. Serious athletes work out every day, listen to their coaches, and eat to win. Serious writers write every day, get feedback from their editors, and read. They read a lot.


If you love to write, daily writing practice will be a way for you to experiment with different kinds of writing, work on the parts of writing you find difficult (say, description or dialogue), or just have fun. If you’re working on a novel and add a few paragraphs or pages daily, you’ll have a completed draft before you know it. Think of the writers, artists, athletes, and musicians you love the most. How did they get where they are today? Yeah, you know the answer—practice, practice, practice. Talent is only a small part of what makes someone successful. Putting in the hours is what really does the trick.


Those are the Big Five, the things about writing I know for sure. Except I think maybe I left one extremely important thing out: writing can be tons of fun. And you know what? Sometimes a miracle happens and your first draft actually comes out pretty good. And when you’re working on a story you love, it’s almost impossible to stop, even if you’re about to collapse into an exhausted heap.


You ready to get started? Fabulous! Fantastic!


Let’s do this.
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1 THE BIG WHAT IF



SO HOW DO WE GET this story started? Where do we begin? How do we fill up alllllll those blank pages?


Simple! We start with a question. It’s called The Big What If.


What if you woke up one morning and realized you could fly?


What if it turns out the new kid in your class is actually a ghost, and she doesn’t seem to like you very much?


What if a bilingual family starts a friendly contest to see who can go the longest without speaking English?


What if a girl’s dog went missing for several days, and when she finally finds him she discovers he has a whole other family?


The easiest way to start writing a story is to make a list of what-if questions and then pick one. Flip that question into a statement, and you’ve got the beginning of your story.


What if I woke up one morning and realized I could fly?


becomes


One morning I woke up and realized I could fly.


What if a girl’s dog went missing for several days, and when she finally finds him she discovers he has a whole other family?


becomes


A girl’s dog goes missing for several days, and when she finally finds him she discovers he has a whole other family.


The what-if question gives you the two things you need to begin a story: a character and a situation.


Let’s give this a try. I like the idea of the girl searching for her dog and discovering that he has a second family. So how can we get this party started?
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How about something like this:




The sirens screamed in the distance, and Olivia knew that if she didn’t move fast, she and Max would be trapped in the Schiffers’ front yard, with all those whiny, weirdo Schiffer kids pointing at her like she was some dog thief. But she wasn’t a thief—Max belonged to her, not those horrible, terrible, no-good Schiffers!


It only took a second to scoop Max up and zoom to the street, the wails of the littlest Schiffers chasing them all the way down the block. Olivia had practically hit warp speed and was taking off into the stratosphere when someone flicked the switch on the sirens and everything went quiet. Slowing down to the slowest of sprints, with Max panting in her ear, Olivia looked around. No police anywhere. Had they really been after her in the first place?


Maybe, maybe not, but at least she’d gotten Max away from those horrible Schiffers!


“I’ve got to sit down, pup,” she said before collapsing onto the curb. “I’m too pooped to scoot one step farther. Besides, you and me need to have a chat. You’ve disappeared three times in the last month, and a bunch of times before that. What’s up? Don’t you know how scared I get when you run away? If you’re not careful, some other family is going to snatch you up.”


Olivia stopped. Her brain was circling around a thought like a monkey going after a weasely weasel. “Max!” she gasped. “The Schiffers said you were their dog—and they seemed pretty serious. Do you have a second family, Max?”


She paused again, another terrible thought dawning on her. “Or are we your second family? Who did you belong to before we rescued you? What’s the story here?”


Max, being a dog, didn’t reply, but he did give Olivia a look that sent chills down her brain plate all the way to her tiniest toenails.





So Olivia goes looking for her dog and realizes he has another family—and not only that, she’s afraid that the other family might be the one Max belonged to first. If that’s the case, does she have to give him up?


So there you have it: the beginning of a story! If I want to know what happens next, I’ll have to keep writing it.


Here’s what I want you to notice. I don’t dump a lot of information into this opening. I don’t tell you how old Olivia is or what she looks like or how many brothers and sisters she has. That information might be important, but it can wait.


Instead of opening the story with lots of information, I start it with somebody doing something. I start with action. I get things going right away, which is what you should do, too. Throw your protagonist into the pool! Make her fall off her skateboard and roll into a deep, dark hole. He’s giving a knock-kneed speech and drops all of his notecards. She looks into the mirror and discovers she’s invisible. No preambles, no big explanations, nothing but net. Game on, baby!


Okay, I’ll stop now.


Let’s get back to the flying boy and see what’s going on with him.




This morning I woke up and realized I could fly.


The morning started out the same as every morning. The first thing I did was smash the clock-radio alarm with my fist so it would stop making that terrible racket, and then I slowly put my feet on the floor. I sat like that for a second, the way I always do, until I finally forced myself to stand up.


Only this morning I didn’t exactly stand up. I flew up. It was the weirdest thing. One second I’m sitting on the side of my bed, the next second I’m up on the ceiling.


“Josh, your cereal’s getting soggy,” my mom called from the kitchen. “Hurry up and get down here.”


I tried to fly to the ground so I could walk downstairs, but I couldn’t do it. So I flew to the kitchen. When my mom saw me, she started screaming, which freaked me out so bad, I flew to the front door and out of the house. And then I just kept flying.
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Again, I start this story with somebody doing something—in this case, flying out of bed. Josh doesn’t know why he can fly, he just can. The question is, where will he fly to and what kind of trouble is he going to get in?


Which brings us to one of the most important things you want to do in the beginning of your story. You want to make your reader supercurious about what happens next. You want your reader to turn the page.





Okay, let’s do an End-of-the-Chapter Wrap-up for those of you keeping score at home.


FIRST: THE BIG TAKE-HOME




	All you need to start a story is a character and a situation. The beauty of the what-if question is that it gives you both.


	Open your story with somebody doing something.


	Make your reader want to know what happens next.






NEXT: WRITERS, START YOUR ENGINES!




	
1. Make a what-if list. Try to come up with at least ten what-if statements, from the everyday and mundane to the very weird and fantastical.


	
2. Review your list. Pick the what-if question that interests you the most.


	
3. Flip that what-if question and make it a statement.




OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/ZillaSlab-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0004-02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/SueEllenFrancisco-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0vii-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/Farsan-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/Lato-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0vii-02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Hello and Welcome to My Book About Writing!



		5 Things I Know for Sure About Writing



		Chapter 1: The Big What If



		Chapter 2: The Background Check



		Chapter 3: The Big Problem



		Chapter 4: What’s the Plan?



		Chapter 5: On the Road, or Sticks and Stones



		Chapter 6: Big Scary Monsters & Other Things that Go Bump in the Night



		Chapter 7: The Big Blow-UP



		Chapter 8: Almost Home (But You’re Not There Yet)!



		Chapter 9: The Exit Ramp



		Chapter 10: After You’ve Finished: Your First Draft



		Chapter 11: Here We Are, at the End of the Book



		An Appendix of Really Useful Hints and Tips



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author and Illustrator



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Appendix



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author and Illustrator



		Copyright













		IV



		V



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		X



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118











OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/Mansalva-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/ZillaSlab-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/9781534438446.jpg
To the Background check

Crigi
Pom{fg Qumpg

}s1u0bE}OU

Olichee e S
e 98

HQ//O./






OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/title.jpg
i//usfrafed by

tacy Fhept

A CAITLYN DLOUHY BOOK

X ATHENEUM BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






OEBPS/e9781534438446/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534438446/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


