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I Never Write Right
e > S-S54 / Linda Stafford
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When | was fifteen, | announced to my English class that | was go—
ing to write and illustrate my own books. Half the students sneered, the
rest nearly fell out of their chairs laughing.

“Don’t be silly, only geniuses can become writers,” the English
teacher said smugly, “And you are getting a D this semester.” | was
so humiliated | burst into tears.

That night | wrote a short sad poem about broken dreams and
mailed it to the Capri’s Weekly newspaper. To my astonishment, they
published it and sent me two dollars. | was a published and paid writ—
er. | showed my teacher and fellow students. They laughed. “Just
plain dumb luck,” the teacher said. | tasted success. |’d sold the first
thing 1'd ever written. That was more than any of them had done and if
it was just dumb luck, that was fine with me.

During the next two years | sold dozens of poems, letters, jokes
and recipes. By the time | graduated from high school, with a C minus
average, | had scrapbooks filled with my published work.

| never mentioned my writing to my teachers, friends or my family

again. They were dream killers and if people must choose between
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their friends and their dreams, they must always choose their dreams.

| had four children at the time, and the oldest was only four. While
the children napped, | typed on my ancient typewriter. | wrote what |
felt.

It took nine months, just like a baby. | chose a publisher at random
and put the manuscript in an empty Pampers diapers package, the
only box | could find. |'d never heard of manuscript boxes. The letter |
enclosed read, "I wrote this book myself, | hope you like it. | also do
the illustrations. Chapter six and twelve are my favourites. Thank you.”
| tied a string around the diaper box and mailed it without a self ad—
dressed stamped envelope and without making a copy of the
manuscript.

A month later | received a contract, an advance on royalties, and
a request to start working on another book. Crying Wind, the title of my
book, became a best seller, was translated into fifteen languages and
Braille and sold worldwide. | appeared on TV talk shows during the
day and changed diapers at night.

| traveled from New York to California and Canada on promotional
tours. My first book also became required reading in native American
schools in Canada.

The worst year | ever had as a writer | earned two dollars. | was fif—
teen, remember? In my best year | earned 36,000 dollars. Most years |
earned between five thousand and ten thousand. No, it isn’t enough to
live on, but it’s still more than 1’d make working part time and it’s five
thousand to ten thousand more than |I’d make if | didn’t write at all.

People ask what college | attended, what degrees | had and what
qualifications | have to be a writer. The answer is: “None.” | just write.

I’'m not a genius. I’'m not gifted and | don’t write right. I'm lazy,
undisciplined, and spend more time with my children and friends than

| do writing. | didn’t own a thesaurus until four years ago and | use a
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small Webster’s dictionary that 1’d bought at K-Mart for 89 cents. |
use an electric typewriter that | paid a hundred and twenty nine dollars
for six years ago. |’ve never used a word processor. | do all the cook—
ing, cleaning and laundry for a family of six and fit my writing in a few
minutes here and there. | write everything in longhand on yellow
tablets while sitting on the sofa with my four kids eating pizza and
watching TV. When the book is finished, | type it and mail it to the pub—
lisher.

I’ve written eight books. Four have been published and three are
still out with the publishers. One stinks.

To all those who dream of writing, I’m shouting at you: “Yes, you
can. Yes, you can. Don’t listen to them.” | don’t write right but I’ve
beaten the odds. Writing is easy, it’s fun and anyone can do it. Of

course, a little dumb luck doesn’t hurt.
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1. illustrate ['ilostreit] v. £5---1E3EEEAE( FH 2 )
& The publisher will lllustrate the book.

B ARB L XA BEE,

2. humiliate [hjur'milieit] v. {58t , &5, FER
ll He dislike is humiliate in the presence of his colleagues.

f@l‘fﬁﬁ:ﬂ$@ﬁﬂx@l§o

3. manuscript ['maenjuskript] n. 55,5 T+%, BB
gl Can you spell out this word in the manuscript?

fREEINH FREF XN FE?

1. If people must choose between their friends and their dreams, they
must always choose their dreams.

MRMA—EEMBEAMBRZ BIEHRE, BAEB AN REIE.

2. To all those who dream of writing, I’m shouting at you: “Yes, you
can. Yes, you can. Don’t listen to them.”

SFRLEFESEFROAN, BEXFHHRINGE: “BEBC, IR—E8E
To FEEINABAU. "
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\ The “I Can’t” Funeral
'/h > §E1%-B/R% / Phillp B. Childs

Donna’s fourth grade classroom looked like many others | had
seen in the past. The teacher’s desk was in front and faced the stu-
dents. The bulletin' board featured student work. In most respects it
appeared to be a typically traditional elementary classroom. Yet some—
thing seemed different that day | entered it for the first time.

My job was to make classroom visitations and encourage imple—
mentation of a training program that focused on language arts ideas
that would empower? students to feel good about themselves and take
charge of their lives. Donna was one of the volunteer teachers who par-
ticipated in this project.

| took an empty seat in the back of the room and watched. All the
students were working on a task, filling a sheet of notebook paper with
thoughts and ideas. The ten-year-old student next to me was filling her
page with “I Can’ts". “I can’t kick the soccer ball past second base.”
“I can’t do long division with more than three numerals.” “| can’t get
Debbie to like me.” Her page was half full and she showed no signs of
letting up. She worked on with determination and persistence. | walked

down the row glancing at student’'s papers. Everyone was writing
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sentences, describing things they couldn’t do.

By this time the activity engaged my curiosity, so | decided to
check with the teacher to see what was going on but | noticed she too
was busy writing. | felt it best not to interrupt. “l can’t get John’s
mother to come for a teacher conference.” “I can’t get my daughter to

"o

put gas in the car.” "I can’t get Alan to use words instead of fists.”

Thwarted in my efforts to determine why students and teacher
were dwelling on the negative instead of writing the more positive “|
Can” statements, | returned to my seat and continued my observa—
tions.

Students wrote for another ten minutes. They were then instructed
to fold the papers in half and bring them to the front. They placed their
“| Can’t" statements into an empty shoe box. Then Donna added
hers. She put the lid on the box, tucked® it under her arm and headed
out the door and down the hall.

Students followed the teacher. | followed the students. Halfway
down the hallway Donna entered the custodian’s room, rummaged
around and came out with a shovel. Shovel in one hand, shoe box in
the other, Donna marched the students out to the school to the farthest
corner of the playground. There they began to dig. They were going to
bury their “I Can’ts”"!

The digging took over ten minutes because most of the fourth
graders wanted a turn. The box of “| Can’ts" was placed in a position
at the bottom of the hole and then quickly covered with dirt. Thirty-one
10 and 11 year-olds stood around the freshly dug grave site. At this
point Donna announced, “Boys and girls, please join hands and bow
your heads."” They quickly formed a circle around the grave, creating a
bond with their hands.

They lowered their heads and waited. Donna delivered the eulogy.

“Friends, we gathered here today to honor the memory of | ‘Can’
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t’. While he was with us here on earth, he touched the lives of every—
one, some more than others. We have provided ‘I Can’t’ with a final
resting place and a headstone that contains his epitaph. His is sur—
vived by his brothers and sisters, ‘I Can’, ‘I Will’, and ‘I’m Going to
Right Away’. They are not as well known as their famous relative and
are certainly not as strong and powerful yet. Perhaps some day, with
your help, they will make an even bigger mark on the world. May ‘I
Can’t’ rest in peace and may everyone present pick up their lives and
move forward in his absence. Amen.”

As | listened | realized that these students would never forget this
day. Writing “I Can’ts”, burying them and hearing the eulogy. That was
a major effort on this part of the teacher. And she wasn’t done yet.

She turned the students around, marched them back into the
classroom and held a wake. They celebrated the passing of “I Can’t”
with cookies, popcorn and fruit juices. As part of the celebration, Don—
na cut a large tombstone from butcher paper. She wrote the words “I
Can’t” at the top and put RIP in the middle. The date was added at
the bottom. The paper tombstone hung in Donna’s classroom for the
remainder of the year.

On those rare occasions when a student forgot and said, “| Can’
t", Donna simply pointed to the RIP sign. The student then remem-—
bered that “I Can’t" was dead and chose to rephrase the statement. |
wasn’t one of Donna’s students. She was one of mine. Yet that day |
learned an enduring lesson from her as years later, | still envision that
fourth grade class laying to rest, "l Can’t".

‘e '/,'\./o\._,.\. '
s /‘\ ~
B2 AN O FERNEE, BERRES E2T TS IR —
H—BZHEZEMNAR, BEAERF, HELE LEEREMNHM



