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WITH GRATITUDE TO CYNTHIA

Cynthia Voigt taught me how to write.  She began one Saturday afternoon and kept me up until 2 that evening, which was quite late for a sixth grader.  The next day she started right after breakfast and wouldn’t leave off until 7 that evening.  My eyes were bloodshot, my legs were cramped from sitting, my body was as exhausted as if I had run a marathon.  Yet how my mind whirled.

I closed the book sadly.  Somehow I knew even at that age, that I would never love a book as much.  No heroine would ever be as clever or as practical or as loyal as Berl.  No hero would ever be as curious or as noble as Orion.  No world as real.  And all I could whisper, as I closed the book, was “I want that.”

A few days after I closed On Fortune’s Wheel, I opened it again.  What I had once devoured, I now had to savor.  I smile as Berl tries to prevent the stealing of the boat, only to be carried along its course with Orion and his bellflower eyes.  With her, I taste the salt in the water when the boat mistakenly brought the two fugitives to the ocean.  My cheeks burn with shame when they are sold at the slave market because they are not people anymore.  When Orion is sent to the mines, the place where slaves go to die, my heart goes with him.  And when he comes back – Oh, he comes back!—I know Berl and I will nurse him back to health.  Together, will take him back to his kingdom where he is a lord second only to the king.

I read and I savor the moment Berl becomes a lady, the woman who will be his wife.  But having been a slave, Berl has no stomach for power.  She quietly sneaks away from her love, Orion, whom she has saved.  I can read this part closer now, because I am not skipping pages to find out if he comes for her.  It is dark when he comes for her, and she thinks he is a thief.  And I relish that moment, that sentence, when she realizes who has come  (“What’s that, a knife?  That’s  a fine welcome, Lady, to have me bleed to death across your doorstep.”).  Once more I close the book, hunger not yet satiated, and all I can whisper is, “I want that.”

I had read the book only twice and it meant so much.  I think about Berl, and what I would do in her position.  As a slave, would I run away?  Would I, too, fall in love with the lord stealing my boat?  And if I were suddenly elevated to a rich lady, would the gossip of the other ladies bother me so much?  As a  7 and 8 year old, I could have acted these scenes out in the woods in our backyard.  But I’m almost a teenager.  I was not ready to grow up and stop playing, but I had to.  And whereas once I could have spoken Berl’s words out loud, now I had to keep them tucked inside my head.  And what do you do with plots and characters that won’t go away and aren’t really good for anything?

Months pass and I read it a third time, this time as a school assignment.  I become aware of the how the words work together.  I read “Her thoughts were her only companions, and they were not good company to her” (110) and see how seamlessly metaphors are woven in.  I read “Aye, and then he’d have made her betray herself, along with all the other ill he brought her to,” (112) and admire the dialect and syntax.  I see the themes: love, the rise and fall of status, self-dependence. When Berl and Orion speak, before he is sent to the mines, all they say to one another is “I never asked you to give me your heart,” and I marvel at how much is said in that simple line.  I admire the realism of her made-up world, and again I whisper, “I want that.”

And then, slowly, a change commenced.  First, it began with a few pieces of loose leaf.  Then came a five subject notebook.  Soon, it hid in the back of school notebooks and in special folders on the computer, backed up by floppy disks.  Now, tucked into the pocket of a book bag or residing under my bed, my own character contemplates, private schemes merge, the genesis of a new country begins.  Now, as writer, I create what I want.  


An idea strikes even though it is 4 in the morning and my eyes are burning and my legs are weary and my fingers ache from typing but I have to get this down.  And later I climb weary into bed only to wake up and start it once more. And I am at part where I don’t like what I have written.  The two characters are gushing love for one another and it looks silly on paper.  The curser remains fixed, blinking.  I stare at it blankly, wondering how to rework this part so that I can give the characters the genuine expression they deserve.  Keep it simple, I tell myself, like Cynthia taught you.  And then, suddenly, I know what to say.  
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