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First Words 
 

Let’s get started. Here are some nice opening lines full of character, conflict and voice. 
 

1. One evening, after thinking it over for some time, Harold decided to go for a walk in the 
moonlight. 

Crockett Johnson, Harold and the Purple Crayon 
 

2. A boy was digging at the edge of the garden when he saw a big toe. 
Alvin Schwartz, Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark 

 
3. Harry Potter was a highly unusual boy in many ways. 

J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban 
 

4. Immediately on wishing my mother dead and seeing the pain it caused her, I was sorry and 
cried so many tears that all the earth around me was drenched. 

Jamaica Kincaid, “My Mother” 
 
5. Hello, this is Paul Chowder, and I’m going to try to tell you everything I know. 

Nicholson Baker, The Anthologist 
 
 
What do writers do (besides write)? 
 
 
 
 
 
What should a beginning writer read? (Whatever you like! But here’s some instructive books.) 
 
The Poems of Dylan Thomas 
Poems, 1962-2012 by Louise Glück 
 

My Ántonia by Willa Cather 
The Driftless Area by Tom Drury 

 
Where You’ll Find Me by Ann Beattie 
The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven by Sherman Alexie 
 

On Writing by Stephen King 
A Poetry Handbook by Mary Oliver 
The Elements of Style by Strunk and White 

 
 

Poetry collections 

Novels 

Writing guides 

Short stories 

Read. A lot. Sit still. Turn off their phones. Grow thick skin. Keep active & eat well. 
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Where can a beginning writer submit? 
 
There’s hundreds of literary journals across the U.S., some good, others less than. I discourage 
you from submitting right now, because odds are you’ll be rejected, which can damage a young 
ego. But if you have a poem, story, or essay you’re really proud of, here’s three possible outlets: 
 

1.   Adroit Journal – This online/print journal is edited by a young buck, and it 
features youth writing alongside that from established writers. 

2.   Louisville Review – This journal from Spalding University has a section 
called “The Children’s Corner,” which showcases poetry from K-12 writers. 

3.   Susquehanna Review – This journal from Susquehanna University is 
comprised of writing from college undergraduates. 

 
 
Doesn’t it hurt when writers get rejected? (Yeah, but only at first.) 
 
“The bigger you fail, the bigger you’re likely to succeed later.”     ~Al Neuharth 
 
“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better.”     ~Samuel Beckett 

 
 

Last Lines 
 

Some final sentences, resonating rhythms and lasting ideas. After this, write on! 
 

1. Gazing up into the darkness, I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my 
eyes burned with aguish and anger. 

James Joyce, “Araby” 
 

2. I wondered. 
Katherine Mansfield, “The Modern Soul” 

 
3. So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby 
(also the line engraved on his tombstone) 

 
4. Then, starting home, he walked toward the trees, and under them, leaving behind him the big 

sky, the whisper of wind voices in the wind-bent wheat. 
Truman Capote, In Cold Blood 

 
5. We gave against your rush like creaking oaks, held on, braced ourselves together in the fierce 

dry wind. 
Louise Erdrich, Tracks 

 

Thanks for listening, guys! Best wishes as you 
create your own fierce work! ~Joe Holt 

If you want, 
you can 
google these 
journals for 
more info. 


