The Power of Words
by Lisa Harris

I love words, the way they sound, the way blue ink looks on paper, the way a new book feels and the way an old book smells. I love how a word can heal and I resent the ways words can hurt. Put words in a series, call it a sentence, and see what it does to someone else’s thinking. I like that possibility. I like that words can change the world, provide comfort, remind us of times past. I want words to tell the truth which is not the same as giving the facts. Words have been my friends when I was younger and spent a lot of time alone. Words revealed secrets to me—about people, about God, about inequalities, about other countries, about love. 

My mother was a pianist because words often failed her. She couldn’t find the right ones sometimes, or she feared what might happen if she said what she really felt, so she would retreat to her music room and play the piano until her mood passed. My father was a man of few words; when he spoke it was as if he had to pay money for each word that came from his mouth. My uncles used words in loud, boisterous ways—speaking simultaneously so that I heard five stories at once, or one story five times.

When the world makes no sense, I pick up a book, full of words in magical combinations, and I let go of worry and I let go of fear. I enter a book as if I am riding on a magic carpet. I enter a book as if it is my church and its pages are holy. When I cannot find a book to read, or I begin to read a book and I cannot be present to it, I write.

I use words in combinations of my own to cast a spell, to tell stories of redemption so that someone else will have a friend when they are lonely, when they enter one of my stories on the vehicle of their choice. I take the smooth blank paper and my favorite fountain pen. I find a quiet place and sit down to write.

Before I put the pen to paper, I think about how fortunate I am to have thousands of words at my command, and enough emerging wisdom, joy, courage and hope to take the facts of the world and spin them, polish them, hold them up to the light until I can locate a single thread of hope. 

I write novels. Here are their beginnings:

· In coastal Georgia, the rivers rise up to meet the rain almost daily; what of the land, all red and sore? 

· When I think back at my first tea with Lucia, I remember the spring fog that gathered, thick as wool, tight as a sweater, the mist announcing the beginning of the fishing season. 

· Lacey Ruth Miller is my name, and I love Alabama, all of it, the good and the bad, the past with its shame and mystery, and the future with its change and hope.

· The center of Pennsylvania contradicts itself with rolling farmland and jagged purple mountains.

 And you read. 

I watch my granddaughter at 13 months choose Peggy Pig’s Dirty Day; I watch my daughter read about organizational change; I watch my husband read about sustainable agriculture. Words make us different, better, more able when we eat them like chocolate, choose them like lovers, don’t say them when they will hurt. We make worlds from words, and we share.
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