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        “Lita Kurth knows how to open up the mind’s eye. Over and over, the prompts in Writing Memoir in Flashes jolted me into seeing what I hadn’t even known was there.”

        Stewart O’Nan, author of A Prayer for the Dying and Last Night at the Lobster

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Whether you aim to write memoir for personal growth, family legacy, or publication, Lita Kurth’s Writing Memoir in Flashes can help. Prepare to be encouraged by her inspiring, often funny, sometimes poignant suggestions and prompts. What sets this book apart and makes it refreshing are the samples, not from the usual voices, but of everyday writers, many of them students. If these non-experts can write such beautiful pieces, so can you.”

        Nita Sweeney, best-selling author of Depression Hates a Moving Target

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I love that I can open this book to any page and find a delightful piece to read or an exciting exercise I want to try. I can't wait to start writing!”

        Keiko O’Leary, author of Your Writing Matters: 34 Quick Essays to Get Unstuck and Stay Inspired
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            Preface: Letter to the Reader-Writer

          

        

      

    

    
      To relive, to relate, to realize. To hold again a fleeting moment. To share the laughter, the beauty, the pain of a day that is no more. To expose a wound for healing. To make known what has been hidden—sometimes from ourselves. To shout to the world. To sing. To whisper. To preserve key experiences like special vintages for future generations. All these and more are reasons to write memoir. And all can be accomplished in a short form.

      
        
        Dear Reader-Writer,

      

      

      I’m imagining all the people you might be.

      
        
          	
        Perhaps you’ve spent your life taking care of children and working. Now you finally have time to write and you’d like to preserve for your grandchildren the precious family stories whose protagonists are no longer alive.
      

      	
        You’re midlife. But it has turned out so differently from what you expected. You’d like to share some snapshots from the roller-coaster ride of your life to help yourself and others.
      

      	
        You came through an experience that haunts you with its power and its terror. You are ready to wrestle with it. You don’t even know if you ever want to share this writing, but you think turning the pain into a kind of art, honoring the details, coming to understand the experience, might help you heal.
      

      	
        A place you loved—a neighborhood, a landscape, a house—has disappeared, been replaced, and you wish to give the world a glimpse of how special and beautiful (and sometimes troubling) it was.
      

      	
        You’re a natural comic, you love to make people laugh, and so much absurdity has passed through your life that you want to share the comedy with others.
      

      	
        You’re young and want others to know what it’s really like to be young in your place and time.
      

      	
        A beloved pet has passed away, and you want to recall, for yourself or your children, all the daily rituals, quirky behaviors, and preferences of this dear creature.
      

      	
        You’d like to share the story of your recovery or spiritual journey to help others.
      

      

      

      Whatever the case, please know that your story and self are significant beyond measure. The Muse has nudged you, and Muse nudges us for a reason. I hope this book helps you muster the courage to take the first trembling step into expressing your truth, your perspective on events. I remember how scary and riveting it was when I dared to write the truth for the first time, in a spiral-bound school notebook, for no one’s eyes but my own.

      Now, years later, I’ve shared many embarrassments, exultations, and bittersweet moments and have no regrets that I did. On the contrary, sharing my life and feelings through writing brought me closer friendships, surprising insights, and a deeper connection to mystery.

      You’ll notice that many of the sample writings in this book, such touching, comic, intriguing works, come from people who are not professional writers, so take heart!

      I believe that this journey, wherever it takes you, will be valuable.

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Lita Kurth

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 Inspiration: You Can Never Run Out of Ideas


        

      

    

    
      As a former academic, I sometimes wished the rational side could do all the work of writing, including creative work. But it can’t. And that’s for the best. In my experience, the Muse, that mysterious source of creativity, will not be forced to serve reason. In fact, it can’t be forced at all. How­ever, it can be invited.

      Opening to the muse: how to prepare to write

      Has the Muse grabbed your hand already as you sat down to write? If not, don’t worry. Try to trust it and allow it to say what it wants (which may contradict your plans). Be open to surprises. As the French mystic Blaise Pascal said, “The heart has its reasons that reason cannot comprehend.”

      Perhaps one of these suggestions will aid you:

      
        
          	
        Begin a writing session with 10 minutes of meditation or stillness. Relax and let arise whatever ideas want to, no matter how kooky or off-task they seem. Sometimes our writing needs to take an entirely new direction and, until it does, the Muse will be on strike.
      

      	
        Do an attentive scan of your body beginning at the top of your head, and feel, for a few seconds, each part: forehead, eyes, nose, mouth, chin, neck, shoulders, each hand, each arm, each finger, all parts of the trunk, your bottom, thighs, knees, calves, ankles, feet, and toes. As you notice it, let each part relax.
      

      	
        Take a long walk. (Charles Dickens, who cranked out many pages a week, took 20-mile walks!)
      

      	
        Take a shower or bath.
      

      	
        Before you go to sleep, give your unconscious an assignment.
      

      	
        Follow Homer’s example and entreat the Muse in a letter. (Of the nine Muses, Clio, goddess of history, memory, and poetry, is the most relevant for us memoir writers.) If it helps, look up a picture of Clio and gaze at her.
      

      	
        Look out the window. Observe closely whatever you see no matter how ordinary: trees, sky, a rooftop. Include the mood each item seems to impart. If you like, ponder when else you have felt that mood.
      

      	
        Read a poem. (In a workshop I was privileged to take from Abigail Thomas, a great writer of micro-memoir, she opened each session with a poem as a prompt; I love this approach) Steal a phrase or line that speaks to you. The Poetry Foundation is a great source for poetry.⁠*
      

      	
        If you are spiritual/religious, ask for guidance through prayer. (You might even write about your first memory of praying.)
      

      

      

      Inspiration is the least rational of experiences, and that can be hard to trust, but I once received a profound insight into the “well” of material within us. After giving birth to my daughter by C-section, I lay writing, in my head, with great ease, a novel. If only I had a pen and paper, I thought. The words flew forth, and they seemed good.

      My hospital experience gave me the epiphany that the unconscious is infinite, uncanny, an overflowing river that can never dry up. We can never run out of ideas; we can only forget how to dip our fingers and toes in.

      You have the powerful aid of the unconscious to help when your conscious rational tools have done all they can. With such a partnership and with help from other writers who read and give feedback, you most certainly can write a memoir.

      Where do I start? Gathering material from memory

      You probably shouldn’t start at the beginning of your life. The danger of starting with birth, as in autobiographies, lies in bogging down the story with facts that bore both you and your reader: “I was born at six a.m. on December 8th, 1948, at St. Thomas Hospital in St. Louis.” Snore, right?

      As always, though, there are exceptions. I knew a woman whose birth caused her mother’s death. The shadow of that tragedy hung over her life. “I killed my mother,” she wrote. Now there is a birth that merits mention. Though entirely innocent, she bore guilt and found great value in examining the complexity of emotions and new insights that arose as she mined her memory and other sources of information while writing memoir-poetry. Writing helped her express and honor her grief and longing to have known her mother. It helped her imagine her mother’s feelings, what their relationship might have been.

      No writing rules apply to every case. Even an ordinary birth can be made interesting. I once read a delightful opening to an unpublished memoir by Katherine Salazar that began something like this:

      
        
        The doctor slapped me on the fanny and said to my mother, “Well, Mrs. Smith, this one’s going to be an opera singer.”

      

      

      (She did not become one.)

      Will your beautiful bits and pieces cover your whole life? Probably not. Even writers such as Mary Karr who have written multiple book-length memoirs have focused each on a different theme: lying, alcoholism, sex, and more. Zeroing in on a specific, time-limited aspect of your life helps tremendously in deciding which little pieces to write about, which details, which incidents, which objects. Cheryl Strayed’s full-length memoir, Wild, covers myriad aspects, emotional, physical, interpersonal, of a months-long hike. Even if you are writing short pieces, you may find it helpful to zero in on a particular year in school, a childhood friendship, or a summer place. The best-selling memoir Tuesdays with Morrie is divided into discreet visits that Mitch Albom made to his former professor, Morrie Schwartz. Each visit offered a new life lesson. Perhaps you know someone insightful, hilarious, or riveting in some other way. You could write a series of flash pieces about each visit and what you learned.

      Many memoirs focus on a particular relationship, often with a parent or spouse, sometimes a sibling. If you’re an only child, you can write about aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents. If you’re the only child of only children, consider the influence of neighbors, caretakers, friends, or teachers. Whom have you, so far, overlooked?

      The problem with memoir is that we have too much material. The good news is that if we’ve lived to the age of 12, we’ll never run out. And (more good news) you may write many different pieces in many different tones—from satiric to poignant (like I have)—and publish them in a wide array of different journals (if publication is one of your aims).

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* poetryfoundation.org

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 Brainstorming: Gathering Materials to Work From


        

      

    

    
      Are you ready to open the door? The following suggestions and questions are meant to generate material to develop later (but if you start a list and instead find yourself writing ten pages about one item, good for you!). Look over the suggestions and choose which ones appeal the most. Do it in any way or order that you wish. Skip any you wish to skip. The idea is to end up with a useful list of ideas you can expand on later when you feel you’ve run out of ideas.

      Abigail Thomas, a much-admired mentor and micro-memoirist, author of multiple books (including A Three Dog Life, What Comes Next and How to Like It, and many others), often suggests that memoirists divide their lives into decades and fill several pages with three-word phrases for each decade. (I found I needed to break the rules and include two-word and four- or even five-word phrases; I invite you also to break the rules!)

      In any case, whatever is on our list, writer and memoir student Jeanne Paris offers this insight:

      
        
        There’s something spiritual about looking at our memoirs in a new light, meaning a way of looking back at our lives from a different perspective. We have lived these events and are stuck in our own way of seeing them. (Richard Rohr says we all have the same primary addiction—our way of thinking!) Refresh, remodel, reconstruct—that’s what we do to make our memoirs something we want to read and reread, something we treasure and love.

      

      

      Inspiring, no?

      Working with photos

      One simple approach is to work with photos. They can be analyzed rather deeply. When the Soviet Union was a source of nervousness for the U.S., analysts in the State Department would scrutinize any available photos of Kremlin members to see who was standing next to whom, facial expressions, stance, changes in location, and especially who had been removed from the picture, for clues about the state of the country, who was in favor, and who was out. Family photos, when viewed intently, can reveal much about relationships.

      A writer friend of mine, Sue Doro, author of Sugar String, a hybrid memoir (both poetry and prose) and several books of poetry, used the discoveries she made in therapy to unlock hidden memories. For mysterious reasons, she could remember only the outside of a house she lived in as a child, nothing about the inside. She laid out all the photos she had of that house and examined them carefully. Bit by bit, she began to remember rooms, furniture, the kitchen table with a bakery box tied up with sugar string, and finally the central traumas that happened in one room.

      Working with photos: Now you try it

      
        
          	
        Find a group photo of family or another group important to you. Who’s in front? Who’s next to whom? Who’s farthest from whom? Does anyone appear strikingly different in pose, clothing, etc.? Who’s the best-dressed? The worst? Who’s smiling? Who isn’t? The biggest question of all: Why might that be?
      

      	
        Find two photos of you. How do you feel about them? Which do you prefer? Why? What do you remember about the time each was taken? Or do you remember it at all?
      

      	
        Find a photo of a place that, for some reason, resonates emotionally. Freewrite words, phrases, descriptions, names that have to do with that place.
      

      

      

      Working with personal and household objects

      This section is meant to elicit brainstorming that will provide you with a list (possibly annotated, which would make it essentially a first draft!) of items to write about when you get stuck. Don’t look for special items. It’s amazing how much memory and emotion everyday objects can hold. Many families have junk drawers in the kitchen, but the contents will never be exact duplicates. Almost everyone has a dresser, but, in that drawer, did each of your underpants have its own separate little cloth bag (that had to be ironed!)? I knew someone whose drawers held those very items.

      Working with objects: Now you try it

      
        
          	
        Open a drawer. Which objects have you kept the longest? List each with a brief description. Why have you kept each one? Does anything tie these objects together besides their presence in the same drawer? (If your drawers are like mine, nothing seems to tie the objects together, but I haven’t tried this exercise yet myself!)
      

      	
        In your home, were photos, paintings, calendars, or crucifixes hung, taped, or tacked on the wall? Describe any that you remember. As the person you are now, are you proud of or embarrassed by these items? Or a mixture? Are any of special interest? Did you hate any? What else do you wish would have been displayed?
      

      	
        List your favorite clothes at different ages. Describe one item, its condition, and where/how it was acquired. What do you think of it now? (You could write a set of pieces about clothes alone!)
      

      

      

      Using drawings to rebuild memory

      If someone tells you to pick up a pencil and draw, do you feel excited and delighted? Well, I don’t (though I took a class once that convinced me I could draw better than I ever imagined). If you feel as I do, fear not! The drawing you will do here could be done by a third grader. A pictorial representation of something, no matter how amateurish, seems to work on a different aspect of our mind and memory than words do, so sketching can be a helpful aid to memory and writing.

      Drawing to remember: Now you try it

      
        
          	
        Draw a crude (or careful, if you wish) map of one of your neighborhoods.
      

      	
        List the names of neighbors, stores, streets, and landmarks, including important trees.
      

      	
        Now write a sentence or two about any that involve memories. Have you overlooked or not thought about some for years that may hold potential for further pondering? Mark the ones you’d like to write more about.
      

      	
        Draw the rooms of a house, apartment, or other dwelling you lived in. What furniture was in each? Which people stayed in those rooms? List an event that occurred in each room.
      

      	
        Describe your hiding place or place of refuge.
      

      

      

      Family sayings

      What quotations and sayings were heard in your family? “A place for everything and everything in its place”? “What you waste today is how much you’ll want someday”? “I can’t pull money out of my hind end”? Those are all sayings I heard!

      Family sayings: Now you try it

      
        
          	
        Make as long a list of family sayings as you can.
      

      	
        Later, you may want to explore how those axioms influenced you. (Did you rebel against or adhere to them?)
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