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What Is a Writer’s Notebook, Anyway?



Once, when I was a boy, a telephone repair truck pulled up in front of our house and two workers got out. They had come to lay a telephone cable. My brothers and sisters and I watched them work hard for almost three hours digging a long narrow ditch in our backyard. Finally, when it was starting to get dark, they left the ditch and went home, promising to return and finish the job the next morning.

Early the following morning I went outside and looked into that empty ditch. But it wasn’t empty at all. I was amazed to find all sorts of small animals caught in there: four toads, two frogs, even a small box turtle. They must have wandered into the ditch, gotten stuck there, and been unable to climb back out. I let all the animals go. The two workers returned, finished laying the telephone cable, and covered up the ditch.

That got me thinking. The next day I decided to dig my own ditch. I dug it at the edge of the woods (I didn’t think Dad would have appreciated seeing another ditch in our lawn) and made it about a foot wide, ten feet long, and eight inches deep. Next morning I hurried outside and discovered that—yes!—the same thing had happened. A number of small creatures had been caught in there.

A writer’s notebook is like that ditch—an empty space you dig in your busy life, a space that will fill up with all sorts of fascinating little creatures. If you dig it, they will come. You’ll be amazed by what you catch there.

Writing is what I do for my job. I’ve written books for adults and books for young readers. I’ve published a novel, several books of poetry, short stories, and books for teachers on how to teach writing. In this book I want to explore with you the most important tool I use: my writer’s notebook. Keeping a writer’s notebook is one of the best ways I know of living a writing kind of life.

What is a writer’s notebook, anyway? Let’s start by talking about what it’s not. A writer’s notebook is not a diary: “Today it is raining. We have a substitute teacher named Miss Pampanella. She seems very nice. We are going to have gym right before lunch.” It’s not a reading journal in which your teacher tells you to summarize the main idea of a book, or write a letter to a character. A writer’s notebook is different from any journal you’ve ever kept before.

Writers are pretty ordinary people. They have favorite songs, favorite movies, favorite TV shows. Writers have Evil Big Sisters (and, occasionally, sweet ones). They get good or not so good grades, take vacations, paint their houses…

Writers are like other people, except for at least one important difference. Other people have daily thoughts and feelings, notice this sky or that smell, but they don’t do much about it. All those thoughts, feelings, sensations, and opinions pass through them like the air they breathe.


Not writers. Writers react. And writers need a place to record those reactions.

That’s what a writer’s notebook is for. It gives you a place to write down what makes you angry or sad or amazed, to write down what you noticed and don’t want to forget, to record exactly what your grandmother whispered in your ear before she said good-bye for the last time.

A writer’s notebook gives you a place to live like a writer, not just in school during writing time, but wherever you are, at any time of day.

A few years ago I was walking in Wheeling, Illinois, and I saw a rainbow so enormous it seemed to stretch from one horizon to the other. But there was something wrong with it—the topmost arch was missing. I came back to my hotel room, took out my notebook, and wrote:


The skies are so huge in the midwest! They just don’t make skies like this back east. Today I saw a rainbow, beautiful and damaged, the top part washed away, gone. Never seen anything like it. Wonder what makes that happen. Had the winds swept away the highest clouds?




Months later I began writing a series of love poems. I reread my notebook and found that entry. The words—a rainbow, beautiful, and damaged—seemed to jump off the page. I used that phrase like a piece of flint to spark this sad poem I wrote:


First Flight

All the way home

I tried to forget

how your lip twitched

how your face flinched




I walked alone

under a huge rainbow

beautiful and damaged

upper arch worn away

just two broken pieces

dangling from the sky



What does a writer’s notebook look like? There’s really no right answer for this except that your writer’s notebook should reflect your personality. Some writers prefer a pad small enough to stick in a back pocket. Others have beautiful notebooks with wildflowers on their covers, and others with plain brown covers. My wife’s notebook has unlined pages because she likes to sketch in it, as well as write. My notebook is really supposed to be a business ledger, with lined, numbered pages. It has a hard cover and a very sturdy binding, which is good because I drag it with me wherever I go and it gets banged up a lot.

A notebook doesn’t even have to be made from paper, really. Often I work on my “notebook computer” while I’m flying from one city to the next. But a notebook doesn’t have to be expensive or fancy—a plain notebook from the stationery store will do just fine.

I hope you’ll get yourself some kind of notebook and begin to write in it on a regular basis. In this book I suggest lots of ways you can use your writer’s notebook to sift and collect important things from your life, stuff that may prove valuable in later writing. We’ll also look at ways to reread your notebook and use what you have collected to generate your own “polished” writing.

In this book you’ll find many examples from my writer’s notebook, the notebooks of published writers, and the notebooks of young writers like you. By sharing all these examples I hope to give you an idea of what’s possible. Use the ideas you find here as springboards into what you can do with your own notebook.

Your notebook is uniquely yours, like your wallet or backpack. Only you can decide what to put in it. You probably won’t use every idea you find in this book. If an idea doesn’t grab you, just move on to the the next chapter. If you read an idea that appeals to you, try it out in your own notebook. Experiment!

When you come right down to it, a writer’s notebook is nothing more than a blank book, but within those pages you’ve got a powerful tool for writing and living. In the pages that follow, we’ll explore ways you can use your notebook so you can begin to live like a writer.








ONE

Unforgettable Stories



Does this ever happen to you? You stay up late on New Year’s Eve and watch TV. Seems like everybody in the country has gone bananas, especially the crowd of people waiting for the ball to drop in Times Square in New York City. “Happy New Year’s Eve!” people are shouting, jumping up and down as if they’ve just won the lottery. “Happy New Year!”

You say to yourself: What’s the big deal?

You watch the opening ceremonies of the Olympic Games. Next day at school, people are talking about how beautiful it was, how colorful, how awesome. But you didn’t find it the least bit beautiful, colorful, or awesome. You wonder: Is something wrong with me?

Then one summer day you happen to notice a small black ant dragging the body of another black ant along the sidewalk. Nobody else sees it, but for some reason this sight captures your interest; you squat down to take a closer look.

The ant is really working, straining to hoist a weight nearly equal to its own. A dozen questions crowd your mind. Is the ant carrying the body of a friend? A brother or child? If so, does it feel sad? Do ants have feelings? (Probably not.) Where is the ant taking the body? Is it going to feed the body to its babies? Are ants cannibalistic? You read that some ants actually build graveyards for the dead. Is the ant going to bury the body?

Later, up in your bedroom, you can’t get it out of your head, the sight of that ant dragging the dead body along the sidewalk. It has stirred something inside you—you pick up your pen to write.

We live in a world where people are quick to tell us how to feel. TV commercials promise “an unforgettable vacation,” a candy bar that will “have your taste buds popping wheelies on your tongue,” a movie that will “make you want to stand up and cheer.” But too often we end up feeling hollow instead.

When something truly touches you, it touches you on the inside, and you can’t fake that. I watched on TV when the Boston Bruins held a special night to honor their hockey star, Bobby Orr. Just thirty years old, Orr was being forced by injuries to retire. I loved Orr. He was so unbelievably fast and skilled. You could take someone to a hockey game, someone who knew nothing about hockey, and you could say: “Watch number four—he’s the best guy on the ice”—and you would always be right. That night when Bobby Orr appeared, the crowd erupted in an emotional six minute standing ovation that brought me to tears. My best friend, who couldn’t care less about sports, watched and yawned.

People are different. What dazzles one person might bore the next. The question is: What moves you? As a writer, you need to be able to answer that question. And take note of it. Whenever I hear a story that stirs something inside me I take out my notebook and write.



October 18

Jerry Kelly told me something he heard from a young white teacher who works in an all-black school in East Harlem, New York. On Friday, the day of the Los Angeles riots, her students were afraid for her safety. After school they made a circle around her, walked her from the school to a safe place, and stayed there until she could get a taxi.



I look for stories, like this one, that inspire me. I look for what fascinates me or fills me with wonder. I look for stories that anger or disgust me, or make me laugh out loud.

Remember when that comet collided with Jupiter? This event, and the spectacular photographs of it, got a friend of mine all agitated.

“I was so shocked when that comet smacked into Jupiter,” she said to me. “Didn’t you feel sorry for poor old Jupiter?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “For heaven’s sake, Jupiter is a planet, not a human being! There’s nothing living on it. It can’t feel a thing.”

She sniffed and stomped away. I didn’t write about this in my writer’s notebook. But a few days later I heard on the radio a story about Vietnam, where so many American and Vietnamese soldiers lost their lives during the 1960s and 1970s. Some Vietnamese people believe the ghosts of the dead soldiers still wander the land at night. At night these people put out food so the ghosts will have something to eat. They put out Vietnamese food for the ghosts of the dead Vietnamese soldiers. But many American GIs died, too, so they put out American food for the ghosts of the dead American soldiers.

A story like this one simply refused to get out of my head; at night I found myself thinking about it before I fell asleep. In my writer’s notebook I jotted down a few sentences about this strange hospitality to the ghosts of those dead soldiers.

At times you hear something on the news, or read something in a newspaper, that affects you strongly:


October 23

Been reading about all the flooding in the midwest.

In one place there was a drive-through safari there. The zoo got flooded quickly and the zoo people didn’t have enough advance warning to get the animals out. The animals were in cages nearly underwater so the zoo people had to go around and quickly shoot all the animals.

So horrible! I mean if people are going to capture wild, endangered animals and put them in our zoos, they better have a plan to keep them alive in an emergency like this.



Often the stories that tug hardest at our heartstrings are close to home:


	a woman you know who still puts roses on her husband’s grave ten years after his death

	the courageous way your cat fought off a much larger cat who attacked it one night

	a local battle between people who want to preserve a nature sanctuary and those who want to build houses on that land

	a friend who lost his wallet with a hundred dollars cash in it; the wallet and money got returned by a young man who refused to accept a reward




The story could be something that happened to you:


Came home from school yesterday, Valentine’s Day, and something really weird happened. Mom called from work asking me to go out and buy Dad a Valentine’s card from her. I grumbled but said, all right, I’ll do it. As soon as she hung up, Dad called. Would I do him a big favor and go out and buy Mom some chocolates from him for Valentine’s Day?

What’s wrong with those two?! Give me a break!



What moves you? What stories keep tumbling through your mind even when you try not to think about them? Jot them down in your writer’s notebook. You might write the whole story, but you don’t have to. You can also write down a key phrase (L.A. riots—black kids making circle around white teacher) as a mental place-holder to remind you until you have the chance to go back and write more about it.

Writers are people who have a keen nose for unforgettable stories. Often we stumble on to a great story and tell ourselves: “Hey, no problem, I’ll definitely remember that.” But our lives are so busy that the story gets buried under a million other things in our memory. And lost forever. Write it down in your notebook before it slips out of your mind.


Don Murray and I were talking about bears. He told me about something that happened to him in Alaska. He walked into a store and saw a large dog sitting beside a man.

“Okay if I pet your dog?” Don asked.

“Sure,” the man said, “but I won’t.”

“Why not?” Don asked.

“That’s a bear dog,” the man explained.

“A bear dog?” Don had never heard of that.

“I work out in the wilderness,” the man told him. “My last three dogs were killed when a bear attacked. They stood up to a charging bear—that was how I managed to get away.” He looked down at his dog. “Chances are, the same thing will happen to this feller. It’s just too painful for me to get real attached to a good dog, and lose it. Go ahead and pet him. I won’t. I try not to care too much about my dogs. It’s just too painful.”









End of sample
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