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Ringer’s Secret School of Writing
Learn to Write Creatively

Ringer's Secret School of Writing
Writing is an experience that challenges our preconceptions, stretches our imaginations, and surprises us at every turn. Everything is possible - other worlds, heroic action, true love.
We discover new ideas, memories we have forgotten, and characters we’ve never met. Each writing session is an adventure. Each time we put pen to paper, we improve.
These lessons will lead you into territory that will always be new, no matter how many times you go there. The exercises will call forth your imagination and provide a structure that will move you across the page.
Remember, keep writing. Under all circumstances. Daily, if possible. Don’t worry about inspiration, it will show up when the time is right. And, the most important thing – have fun!
Ringer's Secret School of Writing explodes the myth, which says that you must suffer in order to write. The biggest part of this school is the playground.
FIRST SEMESTER
Lesson 1 - Getting Started
Lesson 2 - Writing and Memory - Sometimes I forget to remember.
Lesson 3 - Specific Detail - Not, hey you, but Bob.
Lesson 4 - That Inner Critic - Who hired this guy and why can't he keep quiet?
Lesson 5 - Plot - How to get to the end of things.
Lesson 6 - Creating Character - Like Frankenstein, but not so gruesome.
Lesson 7 - Building Character - Like Frankenstein, but not so tall.
Bonus Lesson – Dialogue - Hello? Is this the party to whom I'm speaking?
Lesson 8 - Where We're At - Are we ever going to get there?

Lesson One
Getting Started
THIS FIRST LESSON is going to have a lot of information, which is necessary to set the context for the lessons that follow. If it seems overwhelming, don't despair, take a deep breath and read on. You'll be writing soon.
Much of what follows may be familiar to you. A lot of it is very basic and could seem to be obvious and hardly worth stating. While it may be fundamental and basic, it is essential to writing well. I think you can never hear this stuff enough.
The main thing is that, for your writing to be most effective, it must be direct. It must come from your heart. It must be what you really want to say. As writers, we want to make what's inside of us real. Until we make it a bit more concrete, by putting words to it, our thoughts and feelings remain unformed and indistinct.
The act of putting words to these thoughts and feelings is one of continual surprise. What comes out of the end of the pen is always something that ultimately can't be planned. And one thing leads to another. This is what makes writing exciting. We don't know what's there, but we're going to find out. We are explorers. We want to discover something about the people and situations we write about and about ourselves.
By doing these exercises you will learn to recognize and to trust your voice. Each time you write, whether you think it is good or bad, you will discover that you have the ability to write and every time you do write, you will improve. Guaranteed.
You will, through experience, become confident of the fact that when you start, something will happen. You have only to continue to get better. The more words you write, the closer your connection becomes to them.
Okay. There even are rules. Trust them. Make them conscious each time you prepare to write and then forget them while you do.
Natalie's Rules (with a couple of additions)
1. Keep your hand moving. This means, when writing a piece for 10 minutes or whatever, keep writing the entire time. That way you won't be worrying about whether to use The or This, And or But. You will pre-empt that part of your brain that voices doubts about your ability and your right to say anything.
2. Lose Control. Don't plan anything. Find out what will happen.
3. Be Specific. Detail - whether a thing is blue or red, whether it is a Chevy or a Buick - is something readers can hang their attention on. The man didn't simply sit down; he threw himself into the chair. They didn't get drunk on tequila; they drank Hornitos and started sweating and dancing on the bar.
4. Don't think. And/or don't worry. Go with the first thought you have. Write it before you censor it. This is your true impulse. Don't lose it.
5. Don't worry about punctuation, speeeling, or grammar. You can revise and correct later. Right now, just write.
6. You are free to write the worst junk ever. These are just exercises. We're working out. We're practicing. There will be another exercise. If this one is not as good as the last one, don't worry. We'll write another. And another.
7. As Natalie Goldberg says, go for the jugular. Not the guy tossing balls into the air. Go for the big vein. The stuff that counts. If something comes up that is scary, don't reflexively turn away. Go for it. This is the material that will surprise you, that has an edge, an energy that will feed your writing and that readers will respond to.
8. Never wear tight clothing. Always good advice.
9. Always wear a hat. 90% of our thoughts escape through the top of our head. Not only that, it's stylish.
Writing is an equal opportunity employer. There is no good or bad writing. No good or bad writers. Just people writing. The act of writing is the important part. Every exercise is an opportunity for you to find something out. An adventure that begins with you putting pen to paper.
The writing in the exercises that follow and in all the exercises in the coming lessons will be spontaneous and of the moment. Remember the rule, which said, Don't Think. In these exercises, just take off and see where your writing will lead you. Be loose and, above all, have fun.
Writing is an act of imagination and memory. Memory, itself, is an act of imagination. Here is a passage from William Maxwell's book, So Long, See You Tomorrow.
I seem to remember that I went to the new house one winter day and saw snow descending through the attic to the upstairs bedrooms. It could also be that I never did any such thing, for I am fairly certain that in a snapshot album I have lost track of there was a picture of the house taken in the circumstances I have just described, and it is possible that I an remembering that rather than an actual experience.
What we, or at any rate what I, refer to confidently as memory - meaning a moment, a scene, a fact that has been subjected to a fixative and thereby rescued from oblivion - is really a form of storytelling that goes on continually in the mind and often changes with the telling. Too many conflicting emotional interests are involved for life ever to be wholly acceptable, and possibly it is the work of the storyteller to rearrange things so that they conform to this end. In any case, in talking about the past we lie with every breath we draw.
Okay, let's write.
1. Keeping the above passage in mind, write for 10 minutes beginning with the phrase, I remember. It can be whatever it is that you remember at this moment. If you get stuck, just write, "I remember" again and see what comes up. Keep your hand moving.
All of the exercises are simply starting points. If you find yourself suddenly writing about your Aunt Gertrude or that little red Corvette, don't worry. This is the way our minds work. If you follow it closely and get it all in writing, readers will also follow you.
All exercises should be at least 10 minutes but can last as long as you want.
2. It is amazing how constrained we feel about writing. Many of our experiences and much of our training tells us to be quiet, to not rock the boat, to be polite. We have been told to behave, to keep our thoughts to ourselves, and often we do. These instructions sometimes get internalized.
In this exercise, give yourself permission to make conscious these instructions, these restrictions. It will be surprising what shows up. You may find that there is a lot to write about, even though you really shouldn't.
Write about or make a list of all the things you shouldn't or don't want to write about.
3. It always astounds me how much I don't remember and in what detail I don't remember it. Write for ten minutes beginning with the phrase, I don't remember.
4. Write about or make a list of all the things you do want to write about. Besides being a writing exercise in itself, this can be a reference for later. Keep it handy. Anytime you sit down to write and don't know where to begin, this is a good place to look. Expand on it. Explore.
I remember and I don't remember are exercises that can be repeated endlessly and will remain valid and useful. A good way of warming up.
Things to think about –
1. What rule on the list of rules seems most important to you?
2. What's the last thing you remember?
A good book to get to know is Dorothea Brande's, Becoming A Writer. In it she has many helpful things to say. She concentrates on the Becoming part, the starting out, our thoughts and fears about writing.
It is well to understand as early as possible in one's writing life that there is just one contribution which every one of us can make: we can give into the common pool of experience some comprehension of the world as it looks to each of us.
- Dorothea Brande
Your perspective on things is important. It is your original take on what's going on. We won't know (and you may not either) until you write it down.
Also, as mentioned in the lesson, William Maxwell's book, So Long, See You Tomorrow, is a fascinating story told in wonderful language.
~ Commercial break ~
Work Directly with Ringer
Getting direct feedback to your work can be very valuable. Despite time constraints, I want to make available to you the opportunity to receive direct feedback, helpful criticism, and encouragement.
Email me with your requests, suggestions, and requests. I will respond quickly, though briefly. ringer@secretschool.com
More involved requests and feedback, see below:
Work with Ringer – Author, Teacher, Writing and Creativity Coach. ringer@secretschool.com
Ted Ringer is a writer, teacher, and creativity coach. He has three published novels, is Internet savvy, and has 20 years of experience teaching workshops and online. He has been a certified coach for 8 years.
Individual writing coaching. Email consultation with feedback, criticism, suggestions, assignments, and encouragement.
• Feedback to all exercises - $200
• 1000 words - $50
• 2000 words - $75
• Short Story - $100
• Chapters - $150
• Novel and ongoing writing and creativity coaching – negotiable
~ End Commercial break ~

Lesson Two
Writing and Memory
OUR LAST LESSON got us going and dealt with memory. The exercises in this one will explore memory a bit further. Memory is the basis of writing.
Whether we are writing about ourselves and the people and places in our lives or about a character or situation that we have imagined, we draw on the memory of all of our senses to use as details in the stories we tell.
Not only that, but memory has a wholeness, a natural shape of its own. A beginning, middle, and an end. In a natural way, it can give you the structure or the plan or the plot for your exercise.
Keep in mind THE RULES from the last lesson, and know that intention can't help but affect your writing.
Remember - write all exercises for a minimum of 10 minutes. Keep your hand moving.
Exercises
1. What is your earliest memory?
It is often expected that if one is truly a writer, he or she will be able to sit down and write in a coherent, interesting, and publishable manner from the very first stroke of the pen. If only that were true. The reality is that writing takes practice. Writing is a muscle that we exercise. I can't think of one thing I have been able to do from the beginning without practice. Maybe you have been more fortunate. In fact, I wrote for at least a year before it occurred to me to write something longer than a ten minute exercise. Those little yellow legal pads piled up in threatening heaps, but it was all good practice.
2. In this exercise, write about something that you could do with ease the very first time. If you can't think of anything or, as in my case, when nothing was ever easy, make something up, act as if it was, and describe it.
Using our memories can be a surprising activity and can bring back details and feelings long forgotten. This can be a wonderful experience. It can be funny. It can also be sad. This is a part of the process. Just let it all come out of the end of your pen. Don't censor it. This is a chance to find out who you are, what has happened and what is happening to you.
3. Describe a trip you took as a child.
Some topics seem silly (Like what follows). What's true is that any topic can elicit great writing and interesting material. It doesn't really matter what we write about, as long as we are writing.
4. Have you ever worn cologne or perfume? What did it do for you?
Things to think about –
1. Thanks for writing about your childhood trip. Where would you like to go now?
2. What was the name of the cologne or perfume you wrote about in exercise # 4?
I have a friend, who once told me she had Halfziemer's - she remembered only half of what happened. Memory is a complex thing. Our writing can be a way to trick it into bringing back a lot of what we think we have forgotten.
Lesson Three
Specific Detail
ALL THE RULES ABOUT WRITING that were mentioned in the first lesson are important, especially the one about wearing a hat, but let's focus on Specific Detail.
It is the one rule, which, if followed, will change your writing immediately.
Often when we write, the story is the main concern and we rush forward with relationship and action and meaning. We get what plot there is down on paper. We talk in capital letters and generalizations, which we hope will convey all the Emotion, Beauty, and Joy that we feel is at the heart of the story.
That may be, but what may have happened is that, to the reader, the story doesn't have the same impact. The reader can't know all the small bits of information that make up the bedroom or the swamp or the highway. The reader can't get the visual cues and clues that are dropped by what's her name on the second page. The irony set up between the two main characters by the cut of their clothes sails right by us, because we can't see it.
Although the essence of the story is there, it is lacking in the Specific Detail that can give it depth and color. It's hard to picture it. The reader begins to glaze over, because there is nothing to fix his attention on. It's all abstractions. There is only the Devotion carried by Thomas, Doris's Emancipation, and Clyde's Frustration. There are not enough specifics. We only know the main themes. What is needed are the specific details. All stories can benefit from the reality that is established by the accumulation of detail.
It has been said that writing is a visual art. What that means is that the reader can see what is happening. The colors and shapes and size of the action and of the characters make the story come alive. The reader is led forward into the story by detail. These details create the reality of the setting and the characters. The reader finds that he is no longer sitting in a chair, holding a book, reading, but that he is inside of the story, inside of the writing, having an adventure, experiencing someone else's experience.
If you just state the main ideas you want to communicate, it will not have the same impact as when you give us the complete picture. It won't be a story. The reader will put the book down. We hope he will start another, but we don't know. That writers should show and not tell, is true. It's the difference between saying, I went to the store, and really describing the heat and grime of the street, the fact that you were mugged by someone who resembled your postman, and the dramatic encounter you had outside the store with your old boyfriend that involved a grocery cart and plate glass.
Though the visual aspect is important and primary, don't forget the other senses of sound, smell, touch, and taste. Let the reader experience all the senses. Make your story come alive on the page. There is a difference between putting on your shoes and the fact that these tennis shoes - scuffed, squeaky, but treasured - were so old and so smelly that your wife and children left you.
It is through the things of the story, the specific details, that your ideas make themselves known. William Carlos Williams, the great poet, writer, and doctor once said - no ideas, but in things - and he showed this in the following poem:
The Red Wheelbarrow
So much depends
upon
a red wheel
barrow
glazed with rain
water
beside
the white chickens
It is through these details - the red, the white, the fact that the wheelbarrow is not just wet, but is glazed with rain water - that the meaning of the poem is brought forth. It is like a haiku in its simplicity and brevity and in the way so few words can say so much. It is because of the specific detail that we can really see it and then feel it.
When we describe something, we name it. We are specific. It's not a flower, but a rose. Not hey you, but a name. A person doesn't just sit down, but throws himself into a chair. It's not just a car, but also a powder blue, '52 Ford with fins. They didn't just have some tequila, but did shot after shot of Hornitos and danced on the bar, until they were thrown out by a big guy with a red headband and one ear.
Exercises
1. In this exercise describe exactly what's in front of you. If you are looking out a window, what's out there? If you are at your desk, what do you see?
For example, on my desk, to the right of my notebook, is a pile of magazines. The top one is Granta and has a picture on its cover of an Indonesian man with long hair falling down his back, a necklace of shells, a bone through his ear, and a tattoo on his shoulder. The cover is shiny and, although it is hot in this room, everything is still dry. The cord to my radio runs over the top right corner of the magazine and goes over the side of the table and glides along the floor to the plug in the wall.
Does this sound boring? Do this for a full 10 minutes and see. You may find that your powers of observation are more acute than you thought. There is beauty in everyday objects. We need only look to see it. Writing allows us to see things in a new way, a way that slows us down so that what we are seeing can be appreciated and perhaps understood.
Start the exercise now.
Nicholson Baker wrote a book called, The Mezzanine. The entire book takes place during a man's lunch hour and is similar to the William Carlos Williams poem, in that meaning and beauty is found in everyday objects and events.
My left shoelace had snapped just before lunch. At some earlier point in the morning, my left shoe had become untied, and as I had sat at my desk working on a memo, my foot had sensed its potential freedom and slipped out of the sauna of black cordovan to soothe itself with rhythmic movements over an area of wall-to-wall carpeting under my desk, which unlike the tamped-down areas of public traffic, was almost as soft and fibrous as it had been when first installed. Only under the desks and in the little-used conference rooms was the pile still plush enough to hold the beautiful Ms and Vs the night crew left as strokes of their vacuum cleaners' wands made swaths of dustless tufting lean in directions that alternately absorbed and reflected the light.
- THE MEZZANINE by Nicholson Baker
This was a large apartment. The room I was looking at had twin beds with pink dust covers. They were made up nicely and they were empty. Beyond the bedroom there was a living room. All the windows were shut and the place had a close, dusty smell. I lit a floor lamp, then ran a finger along the arm of a chair and looked at dust on it. There was an armchair radio, a big bookcase full of novels with the jackets still on them, a dark wood highboy with a siphon and a decanter of liquor on it, and four striped glasses upside down. I sniffed the liquor, which was Scotch, and used a little of it. It made my head feel worse but it made me feel better.
- BAY CITY BLUES by Raymond Chandler
Exercises
2. Raymond Chandler uses many specific details in his descriptions of people and places. Pretend that you are a private detective. You are investigating your own life. What the detective calls clues, we call specific detail. For the next 10 -15 minutes, describe your first bedroom. Write about what you remember, about what you see. Be sure to use all the senses, not just the visual.
3. Think of someone you know. Write their name down. Now consider this:
He wasn't just big. He was a giant. He looked seven feet high, and he wore the loudest clothes I ever saw on a really big man.
Pleated maroon pants, a rough grayish coat with white billiard balls for buttons, brown suede shoes with explosions in white kid on them, a brown shirt, a yellow tie, a large red carnation, and a front-door handkerchief the color of the Irish flag. It was neatly arranged in three points, under the red carnation. On Central Avenue, not the quietest dressed street in the world, with that size and that make-up he looked about as unobtrusive as a tarantula on a slice of angel food.
TRY THE GIRL - by Raymond Chandler
Describe the person whose name you wrote down. 10-15 minutes.
Specific detail will ground your writing in a real world - the real world of your story. The reader will be able to see, hear, smell, touch, and taste all that your characters do and, therefore, will understand what it is you want understood.
Things to think about –
1. What is your favorite song of the moment? Specifically, what is its title and who performs it?
2. What does your car look like?
The more specific we can be, the more we can understand each other. Some books which feature a lot of specific detail are: The Things They Carried by Tim O'Brien, The Mezzanine by Nicholson Baker, and anything by Raymond Chandler.
Here are two examples –
He drove past Slater Park and across the causeway and past Sunset Park. The radio announcer sounded tired. The temperature in Des Moines was eighty-one degrees, and the time was five thirty-five, and "All you on the road, drive especially careful now on this fine Fourth of July."
- The Things They Carried Tim O'Brien
Rooie walked over to the wardrobe closet. There was no door. A chintz curtain - in the pattern of fallen autumn leaves, mostly red - hung from a wooden dowel. When Rooie closed the curtain, it concealed the contents of the closet - except for the shoes, which she turned around so that their toes were pointed out. There were a half-dozen pairs of high-heeled shoes.
- A Widow for One Year by John Irving
We are brought into the story; we can actually see it, through the use of specific detail.
Don't hesitate to provide this kind of detail in your writing. It will make it immediate and engaging. It will bring it alive for the reader.
Lesson Four
That Inner Critic
THAT BLANK SCREEN ON YOUR COMPUTER or that blank page in your notebook looks big. The white of it is dazzling. It's perfect, in a way, - pure, calm, and clean. It's untouched and natural. It would be a shame to mess it up. That's one way to look at it. On the other hand, it is a space that is ready. It is waiting. Your black marks will make it come alive. It is a thing of infinite possibility. On it, you can bring back someone you miss or create someone you want to meet - but you have to begin.
Everyone has a voice in their head that sounds a lot like their own, except it isn't friendly. When it sees that blank screen or blank page, it says things like, Are you kidding? You? Writing? Why bother? Whatever you say is going to be boring. This is just going to be a lot of work. Don't you have something else to do? Something more important, like just sitting there? Look, you're tired. This isn't a good time. Why don't you do this later? Maybe next month. And it goes on. And on. It says, Hey, you're not Tolstoy. What do you think you're doing?
This is the voice of the inner critic, the editor, the voice that wants things to stay the same. It doesn't want to rock the boat. It doesn't want to know anything new. It is insistent and stubborn. It's a voice from our past - our parents, our teachers. It initially wanted to protect us and help us, but it has gotten out of hand. It is almost impossible to silence, but it can be accommodated.
This voice is like a backseat driver. Don't let it deter you. Nod your head and say thanks a lot, but keep your eyes on the road (page) and get going. Ignore it and start writing. Whenever it starts up, acknowledge it and then forget it. See what happens. Let your mind go. Keep your hand moving. Don't think or worry. Just keep writing. Every time you do, you will get better.
Get to know that voice and it will lose its powers of intimidation. Trust the process of writing. Each time you write, you will realize that the fears and warnings and pleadings of this voice are unwarranted. It is merely one more distraction in a world of distractions. Put it behind you.
You may have to negotiate. Give it two minutes to sound off and then start writing anyway. Every time you do, you'll find that, despite its dire predictions and belittling words, your writing is there on the page and it is real and, often, very good. Each time, you will gain faith in the writing process. You will find that you can trust it.
Eventually, you'll hear that voice, the voice of your inner critic, and be surprised that it is still there. You'll hear it, but it won't upset your writing. Know that this is just one voice and that, if you asked, there are many thousands of others who would say, Go ahead, what I want to hear is your story.
Exercises
1. Get to know this inner critic. Let this voice have its say. Write out the words that are there. All the awful stuff, the long lectures, the cheap shots, the accusations, the insults, the putdowns. Let it rip.
Eventually, it will run out of things to say. And even though it will only be for the moment and even though it will be back, the next time you write, you will be familiar with its hollow arguments, its ploys, and its excuses. You will feel lighter for having gotten that negativity out of your head and onto the paper. That's one of the many uses and miracles of writing. And you can help yourself any time you want.
2. Having done all this, now write another piece. It's like falling off a horse and getting back on. This time, write about the first song you remember. What it was. Where you heard it. What it did to and for you. 10 minutes.
Things to think about –
1. Whose voice is that, anyway?
2. Why would it want to keep you quiet?
The inner critic is easy to differentiate from the quite different and necessary critical faculty, for the inner critic is never satisfied. No matter how we adjust or respond to what this critic says, he or she finds another way to attack us or our work, unless we find the source of the anger or pain and heal the situation.
Writing For Your Life by Deena Metzger
Keep your hand moving. Continue writing and then show what you've written to your critic. You may, momentarily, surprise it into silence.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9479 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!