
On Writing 
 
Most of that year I spent either in bed or housebound. I read my way through 
approximately six tons of comic books, progressed to Tom Swift and Dave 
Dawson (a heroic World War II pilot whose various planes were always 
“prop-clawing for altitude”), then moved on to Jack London’s bloodcurdling 
animal tales. At some point I began to write my own stories. Imitation preceded 
creation; I would copy Combat Casey comics word for word in my Blue Horse 
tablet, sometimes adding my own descriptions where they seemed appropriate. 
“They were camped in a big dratty farmhouse room,” I might write; it was 
another year or two before I discovered that drat and draft were different words. 
During that same period I remember believing that details were dentals and that 
a bitch was an extremely tall woman. A son of a bitch was apt to be a basketball 
player. When you’re six, most of your Bingo balls are still floating around in the 
draw-tank. 
 
Eventually I showed one of these copycat hybrids to my mother, and she was 
charmed— I remember her slightly amazed smile, as if she was unable to believe 
a kid of hers could be so smart— practically a damned prodigy, for God’s sake. I 
had never seen that look on her face before— not on my account, anyway— and 
I absolutely loved it.  
 
She asked me if I had made the story up myself, and I was forced to admit that I 
had copied most of it out of a funnybook. She seemed disappointed, and that 
drained away much of my pleasure. At last she handed back my tablet. “Write 
one of your own, Stevie,” she said. “Those Combat Casey funny-books are just 
junk— he’s always knocking someone’s teeth out. I bet you could do better. 
Write one of your own.” 
 
I remember an immense feeling of possibility at the idea, as if I had been 
ushered into a vast building filled with closed doors and had been given leave to 
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open any I liked. There were more doors than one person could ever open in a 
lifetime, I thought (and still think).  
 
I eventually wrote a story about four magic animals who rode around in an old 
car, helping out little kids. Their leader was a large white bunny named Mr. 
Rabbit Trick. He got to drive the car. The story was four pages long, laboriously 
printed in pencil. No one in it, so far as I can remember, jumped from the roof of 
the Graymore Hotel. When I finished, I gave it to my mother, who sat down in the 
living room, put her pocketbook on the floor beside her, and read it all at once. I 
could tell she liked it— she laughed in all the right places— but I couldn’t tell if 
that was because she liked me and wanted me to feel good or because it really 
was good.  
 
“You didn’t copy this one?” she asked when she had finished. I said no, I hadn’t. 
She said it was good enough to be in a book. Nothing anyone has said to me 
since has made me feel any happier. I wrote four more stories about Mr. Rabbit 
Trick and his friends. She gave me a quarter apiece for them and sent them 
around to her four sisters, who pitied her a little, I think. They were all still 
married, after all; their men had stuck. It was true that Uncle Fred didn’t have 
much sense of humor and was stubborn about keeping the top of his 
convertible up, it was also true that Uncle Oren drank quite a bit and had dark 
theories about how the Jews were running the world, but they were there. Ruth, 
on the other hand, had been left holding the baby when Don ran out. She 
wanted them to see that he was a talented baby, at least.  
 
Four stories. A quarter apiece. That was the first buck I made in this business. 

----------------------------------------------------- 
So I read where I can, but I have a favorite place and probably you do, too— a 
place where the light is good and the vibe is usually strong. For me it’s the blue 
chair in my study. For you it might be the couch on the sunporch, the rocker in 
the kitchen, or maybe it’s propped up in your bed— reading in bed can be 
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heaven, assuming you can get just the right amount of light on the page and 
aren’t prone to spilling your coffee or cognac on the sheets. 
 
So let’s assume that you’re in your favorite receiving place just as I am in the 
place where I do my best transmitting. We’ll have to perform our mentalist 
routine not just over distance but over time as well, yet that presents no real 
problem; if we can still read Dickens, Shakespeare, and (with the help of a 
footnote or two) Herodotus, I think we can manage the gap between 1997 and 
2000. And here we go— actual telepathy in action. You’ll notice I have nothing 
up my sleeves and that my lips never move. Neither, most likely, do yours. 
 
Look— here’s a table covered with a red cloth. On it is a cage the size of a small 
fish aquarium. In the cage is a white rabbit with a pink nose and pink-rimmed 
eyes. In its front paws is a carrot-stub upon which it is contentedly munching. 
On its back, clearly marked in blue ink, is the numeral 8. 
 
Do we see the same thing? We’d have to get together and compare notes to 
make absolutely sure, but I think we do. There will be necessary variations, of 
course: some receivers will see a cloth which is turkey red, some will see one 
that’s scarlet, while others may see still other shades. (To color-blind receivers, 
the red tablecloth is the dark gray of cigar ashes.) Some may see scalloped 
edges, some may see straight ones. Decorative souls may add a little lace, and 
welcome— my tablecloth is your tablecloth, knock yourself out. 
 
Likewise, the matter of the cage leaves quite a lot of room for individual 
interpretation. For one thing, it is described in terms of rough comparison, which 
is useful only if you and I see the world and measure the things in it with similar 
eyes. It’s easy to become careless when making rough comparisons, but the 
alternative is a prissy attention to detail that takes all the fun out of writing. 
What am I going to say, “on the table is a cage three feet, six inches in length, 
two feet in width, and fourteen inches high”? That’s not prose, that’s an 
instruction manual. The paragraph also doesn’t tell us what sort of material the 

  Become a Master Writer 3
   



cage is made of— wire mesh? steel rods? glass?— but does it really matter? We 
all understand the cage is a see-through medium; beyond that, we don’t care. 
The most interesting thing here isn’t even the carrot-munching rabbit in the 
cage, but the number on its back. Not a six, not a four, not nineteen-point-five. 
It’s an eight. This is what we’re looking at, and we all see it. I didn’t tell you. You 
didn’t ask me. I never opened my mouth and you never opened yours. We’re not 
even in the same year together, let alone the same room . . . . except we are 
together. We’re close. 
 
We’re having a meeting of the minds. 
 
I sent you a table with a red cloth on it, a cage, a rabbit, and the number eight in 
blue ink. You got them all, especially that blue eight. We’ve engaged in an act of 
telepathy. No mythy-mountain shit; real telepathy. I’m not going to belabor the 
point, but before we go any further you have to understand that I’m not trying to 
be cute; there is a point to be made.  
 
You can approach the act of writing with nervousness, excitement, hopefulness, 
or even despair— the sense that you can never completely put on the page 
what’s in your mind and heart. You can come to the act with your fists clenched 
and your eyes narrowed, ready to kick ass and take down names. You can come 
to it because you want a girl to marry you or because you want to change the 
world. Come to it any way but lightly. Let me say it again: you must not come 
lightly to the blank page. 
 
I’m not asking you to come reverently or unquestioningly; I’m not asking you to 
be politically correct or cast aside your sense of humor (please God you have 
one). This isn’t a popularity contest, it’s not the moral Olympics, and it’s not 
church. But it’s writing, damn it, not washing the car or putting on eyeliner. If 
you can take it seriously, we can do business. If you can’t or won’t, it’s time for 
you to close the book and do something else.  
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Wash the car, maybe. 
 

Stephen King. On Writing: A Memoir Of The Craft.  
Scribner. Kindle Edition. (Word count: 1490 words) 
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Quotes - Week One 
 

1. Today every invention is received with a cry of triumph which soon turns 
into a cry of fear. - Bertolt Brecht 

2. What is unbecoming is unsafe. - Publius Cornelius Tacitus 
3. I spent my life folded between the pages of books. In the absence of 

human relationships I formed bonds with paper characters. I lived love 
and loss through stories threaded in history; I experienced adolescence by 
association. My world is one interwoven web of words, stringing limb to 
limb, bone to sinew, thoughts and images all together. I am a being 
comprised of letters, a character created by sentences, a figment of 
imagination formed through fiction. ― Tahereh Mafi 

4. The wise man does at once what the fool does finally. - Niccolo 
Machiavelli 

5. Strong minds discuss ideas, average minds discuss events, weak minds 
discuss people. - Socrates 

6. Simplicity is the extreme degree of sophistication. - Leonardo da Vinci 
7. Ideas must work through the brains and arms of men, or they are no 

better than dreams. - Ralph Waldo Emerson 
8. Curiosity is one of the most permanent and certain characteristics of a 

vigorous intellect. - Samuel Johnson 
9. A reader lives a thousand lives before he dies, said Jojen. The man who 

never reads lives only one. ― George R.R. Martin 
10.What one man can invent, another can discover. - Arthur Conan Doyle 
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