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it. Then he started in on the feature piece with a large
black pen. ’
1 took my fair share of English Lit classes in my two
r:ex'naining years at Lisbon, and my fair share of compo-
sition, fiction, and poetry classes in college, but John'
Gould taught me more than any of them, and in no more
than ten minutes. I wish 1 still had the piece—it déserves -
to be framgd, editorial corrections and all—but I can

remen}ber pretty well how it went and how it looked -
after Gould had combed through it with that black pen
of his. Here’s an example:

Last night, in the el gymnasium of Lisbon
High School, partisans ‘and Jay Hills fans alike were
sturmed by an athletic performance. unegualied-in
school history. Bob Ranso

S " ‘seored »tbirby-sevén
points. Yes, you heard me right. WG be did # with
grace, speed . . . and with an odd suu?tesy a5 well, .
comumitiing only two-personal fouls in his inmegaeiisd®=

Quest for.a re«l?rd which has eluded. Iigbon mﬁ% re
since orer . A

Gould stopped at-“the years of Korea” and. looked
up at me. "What year was the last record made?” he
asked. 4

Luckily, I had my notes. “1953.”  sajd. Gould
grunted and went back to work. When he finished
marking my copy in the manner indicated above, he
looked up and saw something on my face. I think he
must have mistaken it for horror. It wasn’t; it was pure

revelation. Why, 1 wondered, didn’t English reachers

"On Writing .
ever do this? It was like the Visible Man Old Raw Diehl

had on his desk in the biclogy room. ,

“I only took out the bad parts, you know,” Gould

said. “Most of it’s pretty good.”

“I know,” I said, meaning both things: yes, most of
it was good—okay anyway, serviceable-—and yes, he
had only taken out the bad parts. “I won’t do it again.”

He laughed. “If that’s true, you'll never have to
work for a living. You can do #bis instead. Do I have to
explain any of these marks?”

“No,” 1 said.

“When you write a story, you'te telling yourself the
story,” he said. “When -you rewrite, your main job is
taking out all the things that are 7o# the story.”

Gould said something else that was interesting on

‘the day I turned. in my first two pieces: write with the

door closed, rewrite with the door epen. Your. stuff
starts out being just for you, in other words, but-then it
goes out. Once you know what the story is and get it
right—as. right as you can, anyway——it belongs to any-
one who wants to:read it. Or criticize it. If you're very
lucky (this is my idea, not John Gould’s, but I believe
he would have subscribed to the notion), more will
want to do the former than the latter. '

Just after the senior class trip to Washington, D.C., I got

a job at Worumbo Mills and Weaving, in Lisbon Falls. I
didn’t want it-—the work was hard and boring, the mill

iitself a dingy fuckhole overhanging the polluted
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He took the loophead screws back from me, one after
the other, got them started with his fingers, then
tightened them down just as he’d loosened them, by

 inserting the screwdriver’s barrel through the loops and

turning them.
When the screen was secure, Uncle Oren gave me
the screwdriver and told me to put it back in the toal-

‘box ‘and “latch her up.” I did, but I was puzzled. I

asked him why he’d lugged Fazza’s toolbox all the way

around the house, if all he’d needed was that one
screwdriver. He could have carried a screwdriver in the -

back pocket of his khakis.

“Yeah, but Stevie,” he said, bending to grasp the
handles, “I didn’t know what else I might find to do
once I got out here, did 1? It’s best to have your tools
with you. If you don’t, you're apt to find something
you didn’t expect and get discouraged.”

I want to suggest that to write to your best abilities,

it behooves you to construct your own toolbox and -

then build up enough muscle so you can carry it with
you. Then, instead of looking at a hard job and getting
discouraged, you will perhaps seize the correct tool and
get immediately to work. '

- Fazza’s toolbox had three levels. I think that yours
should have at least four. You could have five or six, I
suppose, but there comes a point where a toolbox
becomes too large to be portable and thus loses its
chief virtue. You’'ll also want all those little drawers
for your screws and nuts and bolts, but where you put
those drawers and what you put in them . . . well,
that’s your little red wagon, isn't it? You’ll find you
have most of the tools you need already, but I advise
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you to look at each one again as you load it into your
box. Try to see each one new, remind yourself of its
function, and if some are rusty (as they may be if you
haven’t done this serionsly in awhile), clean them
off. ,

'Common tools go on top~Fhe commonest of all, the
b@@@g@%MMthiS case, you can
happily pack what you have without the slightest bit of
guilt and inferiority. As the whore said to the bashful
saiflor, “Jt ain’t_ how much you've got, honey, it’s how
youuseit” _ -

Some writers have enormous vocabularies; these are
folks who'd know if there really 75 such a thing as an
insalubrious dithyramb or a cozening raconteur, people
who haven’t missed a multiple-choice answer in
Wilfred Punk’s Iz Pays to Increase Your Word Power in oh,
thitty years or so. For example:

The leathery, undeteriorative, and almost inde-
structible guality was an inherent attribute of
the thing’s form of organization, and pertained
to some paleogean cycle of invertebrate evolu-
tion utterly beyond our powers of speculation.
—H. P. Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness

Like it? Here’s another:

In some {of the cups] there was no evidence
whatever that anything had been planted; in
others, wilted brown stalks gave testimony to
some inscrutable depredation.

—T. Coraghessan Boyle, Budding Prospects

Fad
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And yet a third—this is a good one, you'll like it:

Someone snatched the old woman’s blindfold
from her and she and the juggler were clouted
away and when the company turned in to sleep
and the low fire was roaring in the blast like a
thing alive these four yet crouched at the edge of
the firelight among their strange chattels and
watched how the ragged flames fled down the
wind as if sucked by some maelstrom out there
- in the void, some vortex in that waste apposite to
which man’s transit and his reckonings alike lay
abrogate.
—Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian

Other writers use smaller, simpler vocabularies.
Examples of this hardly seem necessary, but I'll offer a-
couple of my favorites, just the same:

He came to the river. The river was there.
—Ernest Hemingway, “Big Two-Hearted River”
They caught the kid doing something nasty
under the bleachers. '
—Theodore Sturgeon, Some of Your Blood

This is what happened.
—Douglas Fairbairn, Shoot

Some of the owner men were kind because they
hated what they had to do, and some of them’
were angty because they hated to be cruel, and -
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some of them were cold because they had long
ago found that one could not be an owner
unless one were cold. :

—John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath

The Steinbeck sentence is especially interesting. It’s
fifty words long. Of those fifty words, thirty-nine have
but one syllable. That leaves eleven, but even that
number is deceptive; Steinbeck uses because three
times, owner twice, and hated twice. There is no word
longer than two syllables in the entire sentence. The
structure is complex; the vocabulary is not far removed
from the old Dick and Jane primers. The Grapes g

imnof course, a fine novel. 1 believe thét Blood

if another, although thete are great whacksof

don’t fully understand. What of that? I can’t

decipher the words to many of the popular songs 1
love, either. ,

There’s also stuff you'll never find in the dictionary,
but it’s still vocabulary. Check out the following:

“Egggh, whaddaya? Whaddaya want from me?”
“Here come Hymie!”
“Unnh! Unnnh! Unnnhh!”
“Chew my willie, Yo’ Honor.”
“Yeggghhh, fuck you, too, man!”
—Tom Wolfe, Bonfire of the Vanities

This last is phonetically rendered street vocabulary.
Few writers have Wolfe’s ability to translate such
stuff to the page. (Elmore Leonard is another writer
who can do it.) Some street-rap gets into the dictio-
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nary eventually, but not until it’s safely dead. And 1
don’t think you'll ever ﬁnd Yeggghhh in Webster 8

Unabridged.

Put your vocabulary on the top shelf of your tool-
box, and don’t make any conscious effort to improve it.
(You'll be doing that as you read, of course . . . but that
comes later.) One of the really bad things you can do to ;
your writing is to dress up the vocabulary, looking for -
long words because you're maybe a little bit ashamed
of your short ones. This is like dressing up a household
pet in evening clothes. The pet is embarrassed and
the person who committed this act of premeditated
cuteness should be even more embarrassed. Make
yourself a solemn promise right now that you'll never
use “emolument” when you mean “tip” and you'll.
never say John stopped long enough to perform an
act of excretion when you mean John stopped long
enough to take a shit. If you believe “take a shit”
would be considered offensive or inappropriate by your
audience, feel free to say John stopped long enough

to move his bowels (or perhaps John stopped long -

enough to “push”™). I'm not trying to get you to talk
dirty, only plain and direct. Remember that the basic.
rule of vocabulary is zse the firss word thai comes to Zozzr&
mind, if it is appropriate and colorful. If you hesitate and
cogitate, you will come up with another word—of"

course you will, there’s always another word—but it -

probably won’t be as good as your first one, or as close
to what you really mean.

This business of meaning is a very big deal. If you
doubt it, think of all the times you've heard someone say
“I just can’t describe it” or “That isn’t what I mean.”
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Think of all the times you’ve said those things yourself,
usually in a tone of mild or serious frustration. The

word is-only a representation of the meaning; even-at-its . ——

best, writing almost always falls short of full meaning.
Given that, why in God’s name would you want to
make things worse by choosing a word which is only
cousin to the one you really wanted to use? ‘

And do- feel free to take appropriateness into
account; as George Carlin once observed, in some com-
pany it’s perfectly all right to prick your finger, but
very bad form to finger your prick.

—_—D -

YOu’U. a]SO W&ﬂ%}ﬁ the fﬂn QhF‘[F ﬁ{ '(rnrn— j:eel_

box, and don’t annoy me with your moans of exaspera-
2 .

tion or your cries that you don’t understand grammar,

you never did understand_grammar, you flupked that

whole_semester in Sophomaore English, writing is fun but

grammar sucks the big one.

Rga&(,\h&kl; We won't spend much time here
because we- don't need to. One either absorbs the
grammatieal-prineiples.ofone’s native language in con-
versation_and 10 reading_or one does.not. What
Sophomore English does (or tries to do) is little more
than the naming of parts...—— ]
And this isn’t high school. Now that you’re not wor-
ried that (a) your skirt is too short or too long and the
other kids will laugh at you, (b) you're not going to
make the varsity swimming team, (c) you're still going
to be a pimple-studded virgin when you graduate (prob-
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certain of doing well, {the writer} will probably do best
to follow the rules.”

The telling clause here is Unless be is certain of doing
well, If you don’t have a rudimentary grasp of how the
parts of speech translate into coherent sentences, how
can you be certain that you are doing well? How will you
know if you're doing ill, for that matter? The answer, of
course, is that you can’t, you won’t. One who does grasp
the rudiments of grammar finds a comforting simplicity
at its heart, where there need be only nouns, the words
that name, and verbs, the words that act.

Take any noun, put it with any verb, and you have 2
sentence, It never fails. Rocks explode. Jane trans-
mits. Mountains float. These are all perfect sentences.
Many such thoughts make little rational sense, but even
the stranger ones (Plums deify!) have a kind of poetic
weight that’s nice. The simplicity of noun-verb con-
struction is useful——at the very least it can provide a
safety net for your writing. Strunk and White caution
against too many simple sentences in a row, but simple
sentences provide a path you can follow when you fear
getting lost in the tangles of thetoric—all those restric-
tive and nonrestrictive clauses, those modifying phrases,
those appositives and compound-complex sentences. If
you start to freak out at the sight of such unmapped ter-
ritory (unmapped by you, at least), just remind yourself
that rocks explode, Jane transmits, mountains float,
and plums deify. Grammar is not just a pain in the ass;
it's the pole you grab to get your thoughts up on their
feet and walking. Besides, all those simple sentences
worked for Hemingway, didn’t they? Even when he was
drunk on his ass, he was a fucking genius.
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If you want to refurbish your grammar, go to your
local used-book store and find a copy of Warriner's Eng-
lish Grammar and Composition—rthe same book most of us
took home and dutifully covered with brown paper
shopping-bags when we were sophomores and juniors in
high school. You'll be relieved and delighted, 1 think, to
find that almost all you need is summarized on the
front and back endpapers of the book.

s

Despite the brevity of his style manual, William Strunk
found room to discuss his own dislikes in matters of
grammar and usage. He hated the phrase “student
body,” for instance, insisting that “studentry” was both
clearer and without the ghoulish connotations he saw in
the former term. He thought “personalize” a pretentious
word. (Strunk suggests "Get up a letterhead” to replace
“Personalize your stationery,”) He hated phrases such as
“the fact that” and “along these lines.”

1 have my own dislikes—-I believe that anyone using
the phrase “That’s so cool” should have to stand in the
corner and that those using the far more odious phrases
“at this point in time” and “at the end of the day”
should be sent to bed without supper (or writing-paper,
for that matter). Two of my other pet peeves have to do
with this most basic level of writing, and I want to get
thern off my chest before we move along,

Verbs come in two types, active and passive. With

something. With a passive verb, something is being
mething. YYIh a passe St

| S
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done 7o the subject of the sentence. The subject is just
letting i You should avoid the passive tense. I'm
not the only one who says so; you can find the same
advice in The Elements of Style.

Messrs. Strunk and White don’t speculate as to why
S0 many writers are attracted to passive verbs, but I'm
willing to; I think timid writers like them for the same
reason timid lovers like passive partners. The passive
voice is safe. There is no troublesome action to contend
with; the subject just has to close its eyes and think of
England, to paraphrase Queen Victoria. I think unsure
writers also feel the passive voice somehow lends their
work authority, perhaps even a quality of majesty. If
you find instruction manuals and lawyers’ torts majes-
tic, I guess it does.

The timid fellow writes The meeting will be held at
seven o’clock because that somehow says to him, “Put
it this way and people will believe you really know.” Purge
this quisling thought! Don’t be a muggle! Throw back
your shoulders, stick out your chin, and put that meet-
ing in charge! Write The meeting’s at seven, There, by
God! Don’t you feel better?

I'won’t say there’s no place for the passive tense. Sup-
pose, for instance, a fellow dies in the kitchen but ends up
somewhere else. The body was carried from the kitchen
and placed on the parlor sofa is a fair way to put this,
although “was carried” and “was placed” still irk the shit
out of me. I accept them but I don’t embrace them. What
I would embrace is Freddy and Myra carried the body
out of the kitchen and laid it on the parlor sofa. Why
does the body have to be the subject of the sentence, any-

way? It's dead, for Christ’s sake! Fuhgeddaboudit!
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"Two pages of the passive voice—just about any busi-
ness document ever written, in other words, not to men-
tion reams of bad fiction—make me want to scream. It’s
weak, it’s circuitous, and it’s frequently tortuous, as
well. How about this: My first kiss will always be
recalled by me as how my romance with Shayna

‘was begun. Oh, man—who farted, right? A simpler

way to express this idea—sweeter and more forceful, as
well—might be this: My romance with Shayna began
with our first kiss. I'll never forget it. I'm not in
love with this because it uses with twice in four words,
but at least we’re out of that awful passive voice.

You might also notice how much simpler the thought -
is to understand when it’s broken up into #0 thoughts.
This makes matters easier for the reader, and the reader
must always be your main concern; without Constant
Reader, you are just a voice quacking in the void. And
it’s no walk in the park being the guy on the receiving
end. “[Will Strunk]} felt the reader was in serious trouble
most of the time,” E. B. White writes in his introduction
to The Elements of Style, “a man floundering in a swamp,
and that it was the duty of anyone trying to write
English to drain this swamp quickly and get his man up
on dry ground, or at least throw him a rope.” And
remember: The writer threw the rope, not The rope
was thrown by the writer. Please oh please.

The other piece of advice I want to give you before
moving on to the next level of the toolbox is this: The
adverb is not your friend. '

Adverbs, you will remember from your own vetsion
of Business English, are words that modify verbs,
adjectives, or other adverbs. They’re the ones that usu-




2

118 STEPHEN KING

ally end in -ly. Adverbs, like the passive voice, seem to
have been created with the timid writer in mind. With

the passive voice, the writer usually expresses fear of

not being taken seriously; it is the voice of little boys
wearing shoepolish mustaches and little gitls chumping

around in Mommy’s high heels. With adverbs, the -

writer usually tells us he or she is afraid he/she isn't
expressing himself/herself clearly, that he or she is not
getting the point or the picture across.

Consider the sentence He closed the door ﬁrmly
It’s by no means a terrible sentence (at least it’s got an
active verb going for it), but ask yourself if firmly really
has to be there. You can argue that it expresses a degree
of difference between He closed the door and He
slammed the door, and you'll get no argument from
me . . . but what about context? What about all the
enlightening (not to say emotionally moving) prose
which came Jefire He closed the door firmly?
Shouldn’t this tell us how he closed the door? And if the
foregoing prose es tell us, isn’t firmly an extra word?
Isn’t it redundant?

Someone out there is now accusing me of being
tiresome and anal-retentive. I deny it. I believe the
road to hell is paved with adverbs, and I will shout it
from the rooftops. To put it another way, they’re like
dandelions. If you have one on your lawn, it looks
pretty and unique. If you fail to root it out, however,
you find five the next day . . . fifty the day after that

. and then, my brothers and sisters, your lawn is

totally, completely, and profligately covered with.

dandelions. By then you see them for the weeds they
really are, but by then it’s—GA4sp!//—too late.
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I can be a good sport about adverbs, though. Yes I
can. With one exception: dialogue attribution. I insist
that you use the adverb in dialogue attribution only in
the rarest and most special of occasions . . . and not
even then, if you can avoid it. Just to make sure we all
know what we're talking about, examine these three
sentences:

“Put it down!” she shouted.

“Give it back,” he pleaded, “it’s mine.”

“Don’t be such a fool, Jekyll,” Utterson said.

In these sentences, shouted, pleaded, and said are
verbs of dialogue attribution. Now look at these dubi-
ous revisions:

“Put it down!” she shouted menacingly.

“Give it back,” he pleaded abjectly, “it’s mine.”

“Don’t be such a fool, Jekyll,” Utterson said
contemptuously.

The three latter sentences are all weaker than the
three former ones, and most readers will see why
immediately. “Don’t be such a fool, Jekyll,”
Utterson said contemptuously is the best of the lot;
it is only a cliché, while the other two are actively ludi-
crous. Such dialogue attributions are sometimes
known as “Swifties,” after Tom Swift, the brave inven-
tor-hero in a series of boys’ adventure novels written by
Victor Appleton II. Appleton was fond of such sen-
tences as “Do your worst!” Tom cried bravely and
“My father helped with the equations,” Tom said
modestly. When I was a teenager there was a party-




