from Stephen King’'s On Writing

One summer day I helped Uncle Oren replace a bro-
ken screen on the far side of the house. I might have
been eight or nine at the time. I remember following
him with the replacement screen balanced on my head,
like a native bearer in a Tarzan movie. He had the tool-
box by the grabhandles, horsing it along at thigh level.
As always, Uncle Oren was wearing khaki pants and a
clean white tee-shirt. Sweat gleamed in his graying
Army crewcut.

We finally reached the window with the broken
screen and he set the toolbox down with an audible sigh
of relief. When Dave and I tried to lift it from its place
on the garage floor, each of us holding one of the han-
dles, we could barely budge it. Of course we were just
little kids back then, but even so I'd guess that Fazza’s
fully loaded toolbox weighed between eighty and a hun-
dred and twenty pounds.

Uncle Oren let me undo the big latches. The com-
mon tools were all on the top layer of the box. There
was a hammer, a saw, the pliers, a couple of sized
wrenches and an adjustable; there was a level with that
mystic yellow window in the middle, a drill (the vari-




ous bits were neatly drawered farther down in the
depths), and two screwdrivers. Uncle Oren asked me
for a screwdriver.

“Which one?” I asked.

“Either-or,” he replied.

The broken screen was held on by loophead screws,
and it really didn’t matter whether he used a regular
screwdriver or the Phillips on them; with loopheads
you just stuck the screwdriver’s barrel through the hole
at the top of the screw and then spun it the way you
spin a tire iron once you've got the lugnuts loose.

Uncle Oren took the screws out—there were eight,
which he handed to me for safekeeping—and then
removed the old screen. He set it against the house and
held up the new one. The holes in the screen’s frame
mated up neatly with the holes in the window-frame.
Uncle Oren grunted with approval when he saw this.

He took the loophead screws back from me, one after
the other, got them started with his fingers, then
tightened them down just as he'd loosened them, by
inserting the screwdriver’s barrel through the loops and
turning them.

When the screen was secure, Uncle Oren gave me
the screwdriver and told me to put it back in the tool-
box and “latch her up.” I did, but I was puzzled. I
asked him why he'd lugged Fazza's toolbox all the way
around the house, if all he’d needed was that one
screwdriver. He could have carried a screwdriver in the
back pocket of his khakis.

“Yeah, but Stevie,” he said, bending to grasp the
handles, “I didn’t know what else I might find to do
once I got out here, did I? It’s best to have your tools
with you. If you don’t, you're apt to find something




you didn’t expect and get discouraged.”

I want to suggest that to write to your best abilities,
it behooves you to construct your own toolbox and
then build up enough muscle so you can carry it with
you. Then, instead of looking at a hard job and getting
discouraged, you will perhaps seize the correct tool and
get immediately to work.

Fazza’s toolbox had three levels. I think that yours
should have at least four. You could have five or six, I
suppose, but there comes a point where a toolbox
becomes too large to be portable and thus loses its
chief virtue. You'll also want all those lictle drawers
for your screws and nuts and bolts, but where you put
those drawers and what you put in them . . . well,
that’s your little red wagon, isn’t it? You'll find you
have most of the tools you need already, but I advise

you to look at each one again as you load it into your
box. Try to see each one new, remind yourself of its
function, and if some are rusty (as they may be if you
haven't done this seriously in awhile), clean them
off.

Common tools go on top. The commonest of all, the
bread of writing, is vocabulary. In this case, you can
happily pack what you have without the slightest bit of
guilt and inferiority.




