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  Writing and Your Life


  Where does writing come from? We are not talking Muse here. There should be no waiting for inspiration. So, without inspiration, where do the ideas for writing come from?


  Research


  You can research different subjects by visiting the library, surfing the Internet or talking to experts. Some writers love research. Some hate it. The good news is that you don’t have to do any research if you don’t want to.


  Imagination


  You can use your imagination. As a child you were probably told you had a vivid imagination and that’s why you are a writer now. If you are scared of the dark you probably have too much imagination. (Can you have too much?)


  Of course you need to use your imagination in order to write science fiction and fantasy but even then you’d need a final source in order for your readers to identify with your characters. You actually need imagination to write any sort of fiction but there are times when it can be difficult to drag ideas from your imagination. You need a starting point and this is where the final source of writing comes from.


  
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE


  Many writers draw on their own experiences in order to write. Every person they meet can become a character, every place they visit is a possible setting, and every word they hear can be used as dialogue in their stories and books. They dredge up memories, good and bad. They explore their emotions. They rake over their dramas and even manage to find a use for the trivial incidents that happen in their lives.


  It is how to turn a personal experience into a piece of work you can sell that can cause the problem. This book will show you how. It will also guide you through the endless opportunities to use your personal experiences – everything from Readers’ Letters to articles, stories, poems, novels, how-to books. In fact almost anything . . .


  Personal experience used in any form of writing can make your work stronger, more appealing and therefore give it more chance of being published. Make good use of the emotions, traumas, joys and experiences of your own life whether you are writing fiction or non-fiction.


  Recording a memory


  All your personal experiences are in your memory banks but memory is fickle. Don’t count on remembering a sunset, cloud formation, face or outfit, the way a passer-by walks, or a snatch of dialogue. WRITE IT DOWN.


  Memory is fleeting. Ideas and memories are like bubbles as they pop to the surface of your consciousness but they soon turn into pebbles and sink. Make notes whenever a memory bubbles up, so that you don’t forget it. You may think that you won’t but, like ideas, memories sink as quickly as they surface. You think the idea is so good, or the memory so glowing, that you will never forget it but if the flash of a remembered event comes while you’re driving in traffic and then you have to concentrate on a blip in that traffic, the memory sinks like that heavy pebble, never to resurface. You wake in the night from a wonderful dream which reminds you of something from your childhood but you don’t write it down and by morning it’s forgotten. Of course, it may have been rubbish, but on the other hand . . .


  The good news is that memory has no boundaries. Our past becomes memories. Our present is happening now but in five minutes time that too will become our past and another memory for you to store. This means that we will have an endless supply of memories to draw on, and that will give us an endless supply of ideas to write about.


  Your endless supply of ideas


  How old are you? Did you answer 80? Or 55? 26? 14? Whatever your age you have that many years of personal experience to call upon. It’s a daunting task and the longer the life, the more daunting the task or, looking on the positive side, the longer the life, the more material (personal experience) you have.


  During the course of this book we will be building up a file listing your personal experiences. You will need a pen and a book to write in. This could be a cheap and plain exercise book or you might like to use an attractive hard-backed notebook. It’s down to personal choice. Each time you open this book make sure your notebook and pen are to hand.


  Exercises to help you recall personal experiences are given throughout these pages. Try them all and you will end up with a huge source of information to draw upon when you are writing. Later we’ll be discovering how to put all this information to good use and how and where to get it published.


  Let’s start your Personal Experiences file now.


  Where do I begin?


  Let’s start at the very beginning. You were born. You won’t remember that but what is your earliest memory?


  As my tester (husband) read that question he immediately said, ‘I wore boxing gloves and my dressing gown and had my eye blacked. I was a boxer in the fancy dress procession on Coronation Day.’


  When I was three I was a bridesmaid but do I really remember my Auntie hissing at me to hold up my posy of flowers or is this something I have been told? Perhaps I’ve made it up to fit the photograph I have of the occasion. Whichever way, it doesn’t matter. If it is your personal experience or one that someone has bestowed upon you, then you can use it.


  EXERCISE


  
    Raking up your past. Write about your earliest memory. Don’t stop to think.


    Begin with ‘I remember’ and carry on from there. Do it NOW.

  


  USING MEMORY AIDS


  So many years mean so many personal experiences and so much material to call upon. Do not despair. You have memory aids all around you and these will help dredge up all those wonderful, and not so wonderful, personal experiences. Some of these memory aids might include:


  [image: image]   photographs


  [image: image]   diaries


  [image: image]   personal possessions


  [image: image]   letters


  [image: image]   music


  [image: image]   family trees


  [image: image]   memory boxes.


  As you search through these aids you will begin to realise that each picture, letter or item holds a story and that story is one of your personal experiences.


  Looking at photographs


  Spend an evening sorting through old albums and loose photographs. Keep your notebook by your side and as pictures remind you of personal experiences, write them down.


  Try doing this in the company of a child or grandchild. They will ask all the questions – Who is that? Where are you? How old are you in that one? Did you like those funny clothes? Their questions will revive those memories.


  Go and visit your parents, or grandparents and ask to browse the family albums. You could learn a lot.


  My tester recalls a 50-year old photograph of himself with his grandfather. They are in the garden standing either side of a wheelbarrow. Last year an almost identical photograph was taken of him with his grandson, working alongside a wheelbarrow on our vegetable garden.


  Reading diaries


  Have you always wished you’d kept diaries? Have you several that have been carefully filled in for the first few weeks of January? Or do you have a collection stretching through the years back to childhood?


  Diaries can be very useful. If you listed everyday events, part of your life will be recorded there. If you confessed your true feelings to your diary then you will have access to the way you felt at emotional times during your life.


  Diaries can help with names, places and most importantly dates. They are records of your personal experiences.


  Re-reading them may bring back all sorts of related events. For instance, while I was recording family holidays and jolly picnics in my school diary (heavily influenced by Enid Blyton), my parents were actually struggling to hold their marriage together. At that time I was oblivious to this. Now, as I read, the whole thing holds this sub-plot.


  Thinking about personal possessions


  Hoarders will have more to call upon. Most hoarders are reluctant to throw anything away because all of their possessions hold memories for them. They could tell you the history of each – where they had come from, how long they had owned them, who had bought them and why.


  Do you have a treasured piece of furniture? Why does it mean so much to you? Write down the reasons.


  A book holds an inscription to the best English student, or to my love . . . Other family heirlooms vibrate with their history. In fact, every item you own will hold a personal experience. Where did you buy it? Why did you buy it? Was it a gift? From whom? Try walking around your home and picking up items at random, then remembering as much about them as possible.


  Don’t forget to have your notebook with you so that you can write down the personal experiences relating to each item.


  Re-reading letters


  In the age of telephones and email are letters going to become extinct? Do you have any love-letters? Or letters from family living on the other side of the world? Do you have a bundle of letters that you haven’t thought about for years, tucked away at the back of a drawer?


  This is where hoarders have the advantage. If you don’t throw belongings away then perhaps you are the owner of a letter collection. Read them through. What memories and emotions do they stir?


  Listening to music


  ‘They’re playing our song?’ Have you ever said that? Does any song have a special meaning for you? Why? If you were to play it now what personal experiences would it revive? Where were you when you first heard it? And who were you with?


  The Beatles singing Love Me Do might whizz you back to the 1960s and an unrequited love. Land of Hope and Glory might stir war-time memories, or you may have listened to it when you were with a loved one at the Last Night of The Proms, or perhaps you have visited Elgar’s birthplace.


  What about the silly songs learned at school? Do you remember any and do they hold experiences for you? A child or grandchild singing the same songs might give your memory banks a nudge.


  Examining family trees


  If you, or a member of your family, is into genealogy then take a look at the family tree. You are who you are now because of those who went before you. As you read the names of relatives, alive and dead, some distant memories may surface. A great-grandfather giving you pocket money. An aged aunt teaching you how to knit. For this one, my tester remembered his grandfather telling him that as long as he had a ball of string, a penknife and a sixpence he could go around the world.


  Keeping a memory box


  A long time ago, before I realised that all your personal experiences and memories could be kept in your head, I used to save things. I kept a memory box. The first time I heard about these was in a letter to a women’s magazine. The writer had described her box and how she kept mementoes in it. Thinking it was a good idea I decided to start my own. You could too. It’s never too late.


  Any box will do. It can be a cardboard shoe-box, a box-file or a beautiful box made from rare wood and inlaid with mother-of-pearl. If it is the latter then the box will be trembling with personal experiences of its own. Even the shoe-box will hold memories. My box originally belonged to my grandmother who passed it to my mother who kept her war-time love-letters inside it.


  What sort of things do you put in your memory box? Memories, of course. Take a look at a few of mine.


  [image: image]   A ban the bomb badge.


  [image: image]   The box that held my wedding ring.


  [image: image]   The silver heart from our wedding cake.


  [image: image]   Hospital bracelets from when the children were born and from various hospital stays.


  [image: image]   The disc from my back, removed during one of those hospital stays. (It was given to me and I couldn’t say no, and there was nowhere else to put it.)


  [image: image]   A decorated matchbox my son made for me when he was five.


  [image: image]   A letter my daughter sent me when she was six.


  [image: image]   Assorted invitations to weddings, parties, anniversaries, celebrations . . .


  You get the idea? Each item holds the memory of some personal experience from life – some several.


  Perhaps one or more of the items in my memory box will start you thinking about something similar in your lives.


  EXERCISE


  
    Sift through your old photo albums, record or CD collection, or memory box or diaries and as personal experiences rise to the surface write them down in your notebook.

  


  
EXERCISE



  
    Lists are good. Find your notebook and pen and prepare to make some lists. If you did the following with a writing friend or at a writers’ group you would find that some of you would have listed the same items. This doesn’t mean you had the same personal experiences but it does mean that you have life experiences in common with others. This is often the reason work sells. Whatever it is, readers can associate with it, relate to it. They think that whoever wrote it understands them.


    Now, just like school – remember spelling tests you had? – write numbers 1 to 10 down a page of your notebook. Do it four times.


    Thinking carefully list the following:


    [image: image]   Ten happy occasions in your life.


    [image: image]   Ten sad times.


    [image: image]   Ten interesting people.


    [image: image]   Ten interesting places.


    You could take one item from each of those lists and use them to write a story.


    [image: image]   The happy and sad occasions help with plot.


    [image: image]   The people are your characters.


    [image: image]   The places are your settings.


    One or more of the happy events might make a letter or short article. The sad things could be written up to suit a tabloid magazine or used as a basis for fiction. The places might make a travel feature. They could inspire you to use them as a setting for a story, or even a novel.


    When you have time you could explore each item on your list. Perhaps one of the happy times you experienced was the day you realised you had fallen in love. Imagine exactly how you felt, your physical feelings, your emotions, what the day was like, bits of conversation. If you write a page or two, or even a paragraph or two, then you can return to this whenever you need to write a happy scene. It will remind you of exactly what falling in love feels like. It will take you back to that time and allow you to, once again, feel that way. You will be able to read it, remember it and use your own personal experience of falling in love to write a fictional experience. Different characters, different setting but the same feelings.


    If you have to write a sad scene revisit a sad time in your life. It will be in your notebook of personal experiences. Allow yourself to explore that sadness so that you can more easily write about grief or pain.


    If you are stuck for ideas take a look at your interesting people and places. One of the people you have written about could become the main character in a story or novel. Or you could mix two or three of them together to make one new person.


    If you are the sort of writer who begins with a setting then re-examine your list of interesting places and see if one of them sparks your imagination.

  


  WHAT TO DO WITH YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCES


  Your personal experiences can be used in whatever you write. Draw on your own life in order to write fact or fiction. Here are a few of the subjects which will be covered later in this book.


  [image: image]   Take your boss and your best friend and create a new character.


  [image: image]   Sell one event in your life to several markets.


  [image: image]   Impart knowledge you didn’t think you had to readers who didn’t think they needed it.


  [image: image]   Put bits of yourself in fictional stories.


  [image: image]   Use personal traumas as fiction or non-fiction, or both.


  How to use one personal experience for several markets


  Some personal experiences will only make a letter. Others may be suitable for short stories, articles or both. You have to decide how much mileage any particular personal experience is capable of.


  
    EXAMPLE


    After an exceptionally high tide we discovered hundreds of starfish stranded on the beach. Five-year-old Dan began counting them. When I asked him how many there were he told me,’Ten hundred thousand starfish’. It had to be the title for a story. Later that night he was counting the stars to see if all the starfish had gone to heaven. This experience could have made a letter complete with photo of the long bank of starfish. It was an amazing sight. It also had the makings of a picture book, but was written up as and sold as fiction to a women’s magazine. It could also make an article but would need research as I know very little about starfish. Is this washing up and dying on the beach in their thousands a common occurrence? I hope not.


    This was a tiny incident and is proof that you do not need to climb Everest in a T-shirt in order to sell your story. If we all had to wait for major events to happen in our lives then the pages of books and magazines would remain empty. With the right treatment, most personal experiences can sell.

  


  Nothing should ever be wasted


  As I was writing this an email arrived from short story writer, Paula Williams. She had broken her ankle and wrote:


  ‘Had my new cast fitted yesterday. Not much improvement but I’ve now wedged a sock under the heel which seems much better! I’m going to write this up as an article called “Things they don’t tell you about getting about on crutches’’. Nothing’s ever wasted, is it?’


  
PROOF THAT YOU CAN USE ANYTHING


  I was once unfortunate enough to get a boil on my bottom. It was painful and prevented me from sitting down for two whole weeks but I wrote about it and the piece appeared in two small press magazines as a warning to other writers.


  
    — A WARNING TO ALL WRITERS —


    Excuse me for tackling a delicate subject and such a personal one but I really think it should be aired. It’s something not many people talk about and an item that, as far I know, has never been tackled in any How To Write book or article in any writing magazine. Consider this a first. Also consider it a warning.


    Writers tend to sit around a lot. We sit and think. We sit and write. We sit and think about writing. Therefore shouldn’t we take care of the seating department? I’m not talking chairs here. I’m talking bottoms. We never think much about them, do we? (Or maybe some of us do. There’s a lot of erotic literature about and the Victorians loved well padded posteriors.)


    In the final five weeks of last year I sat down to write my great commercial novel. I’d honed up on novel writing, done my research, planned my outline, knew my characters and was ready to go. In fact I managed 60,000 words. Now that’s a lorra lorra words and a lorra sitting down. It didn’t particularly worry me because I’ve always been a static sort of person, well suited to long periods of physical inactivity. But then, at my halfway stage, disaster struck in the form of an abscess on my right buttock. The squeamish should skip the next bit. It was as big as a saucer and gave off so much heat I could have roasted chestnuts in the leg of my knickers, that is if I was the kind of old-fashioned girl who wore knickers with legs in.


    I spent ten days lying on my stomach, taking antibiotics and painkillers and being pestered by my minor characters demanding that my second best-seller (the second one in the six-figure, two-book deal I’m dreaming about) be all about them.


    Occasionally I tried writing. Doing it in a prone position seemed to be the answer but I soon realised, with horror, that I’d virtually forgotten how to handwrite. Standing up was painful so that was also out of the question. Most of my time was spent thinking, making notes and phoning friends. And here comes the point. Several writer friends informed me that they too had suffered the very same malady when writing their longer works but they’d never warned other writers that this could happen. They’d never knocked off an article on Writers’ Bum, the equivalent to Tennis Elbow and sent it off to a magazine. Apparently, women appear to be more prone to WB than men, probably because the female of the species is more sensitive. I reckon I must be a direct descendant of that Princess – the one who could feel the pea beneath the mountain of mattresses.


    Allow me to suggest that, prevention being better than cure, we should all take a daily constitutional in future.


    Stephen King used to be my excuse for not taking exercise – he was nearly killed by a truck whilst taking his daily four mile walk. Perhaps I’ll try some local footpaths, as I don’t want this experience again. They should be safe enough.


    Anyway, let this be a warning to you. Please take this article seriously. I swear it wasn’t written tongue in cheek.

  


  OVERCOMING writers’ block


  Notice there are no capital letters for writers’ block. Capitals would make it important, and it isn’t. This condition is not one of my personal experiences. Is writers’ block one of yours?


  If you feel you are suffering then there has to be a reason. What you consider to be a ‘block’ could be due to one or more of the following:


  [image: image]   You are stuck and feel you cannot move on from that place.

  If a fallen tree had blocked the road you were travelling along, what would you do? Sit and wait for it to be moved? No. You would backtrack and find a way around it. You can do this with writing too. Either go back and find a way around, or leave that place and move to another where you are able to move from.
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