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Introduction



Dear Writer,


I am so pleased to meet you. Whoever you are and however you got here, welcome. I am looking forward to telling you everything I know about writing a memoir. Memoir is the word we use for writing about your life. A memoir can take many forms but because it will be your story, with your memories, your life events and your feelings, you get to choose what you include. For my memoir, The Last Act of Love, I chose to write about the time when my sixteen-year-old brother, Matty, was hit by a car and the eight years he lay in a vegetative state in hospital before he died. Perhaps you too have a particular period in your life that you want to write about, perhaps you have many; it’s up to you but whatever you want to write, I am here to help you. 


If I were to meet you in person, I’d want to know what brought you to me. I’d want to know whether you’d always wanted to write, whether you have drawers full of notebooks or are yet to put pen to paper. Maybe there’s a time or an incident you want to capture, or perhaps you feel stuck and unable to move on from something horrible that happened and think that writing can help. Whatever the reason, I am here to help. I can’t promise it will be easy. Writing about yourself is tricky but it is rewarding. It’s a bit like mental mountain climbing – no one expects to go up Everest without training and preparation. It’s the same with writing: beautiful words don’t just flow out, it takes practice.


I want you to enjoy yourself because writing really can be joyful. Using words to express ourselves helps make sense of the world in a safe place, away from the noise of modern life. 


I addressed you as ‘writer’, but maybe you think that is a title you have to earn. Forget that. If you write, you are a writer.


I grew up wanting to write but was told that it wasn’t for people like me. It was too difficult and too out of reach. So, whenever I started writing, I’d give up, because when it got tough, I listened to those voices. I didn’t actually call myself a writer until my first book was published. And even then, I felt like a fraud, that it wouldn’t last, that I would have to hand in my badge if I couldn’t finish another book. But now I know that I didn’t have to write more books or have them admired to feel like a writer. I didn’t need permission from anyone but myself. So please, think of yourself as a writer. The will to do it is all you need.


Don’t get me wrong, writing requires effort, but it is also the easiest thing in the world to get into. After all, you don’t need any kit! Just you and a pen and some paper, maybe a computer, or even a phone. 


Do it now. Pick up your pen and write your answers to these prompts:




•  My name is . . .


•  I’m reading this book because . . .


•  I am feeling . . .


•  I hope that by the end of it I will . . .





You’ve made a start. Now you just need to keep going.












How to Use This Book



I hope this book gives you what you need. I suggest you read it through, think about how to use it, go back, mark helpful pages and try the exercises. You might feel self-conscious at first but don’t worry, that’s all part of it. My suggestions will start you off, but then you must go your own way and trust that it will lead somewhere, even if you can’t see where yet.


People say that writing is all about putting the seat of your trousers to the seat of your chair. I agree, but it is more complicated than that. There’s the fear of the blank page for starters and all the voices of self-doubt that don’t want you to get in that chair in the first place. I shall tell you how I do it and hope you find it useful.


First-Night Nerves


I teach writing courses where people pay to stay and take part in workshops. The students often arrive feeling anxious Everyone who is willing to spend time and money pursuing their dreams knows that feeling. This is my fifth book and I still have it. The difference is that I now know it’s part of the process and I can deal with it, so try if you can to be kind and curious about how you feel. Congratulate yourself for being here. Be proud that you want to create something.


Beginner’s Mind


Come with an open mind and forget what you’ve been told before. This book will help you do things your way.


Don’t get put off by what other writers do. Years ago I heard about a writer who plotted his novels on Excel spreadsheets. I was useless at Excel. ‘Oh,’ I thought sadly, ‘if you have to use Excel, I’ll never be able to do it.’ I also thought I couldn’t write if I didn’t have a Master’s Degree. And I still get jealous about other people’s writing spaces. ‘Oh,’ I’ll think, ‘if only I had a shed in the garden or a residency at a fancy American college, then I’d be able to do more and better work . . .’ Nowadays I bat these thoughts away and ignore them.


There are some books about writing that I love; others, like the ones that focus too much on structure, that make me want to cry. But you might like all that stuff. I suggest you pick through all the advice and find what works for you. I will tell you how I do things but feel free to disagree with me! I would rather you chuck this book across the room in disgust than let anything in it put you off.


So, with permission to ignore everything I say, let’s press on.












PART ONE



Preparation












Mining Yourself



My dad was a miner. He’d come home dirty after a night shift with coal dust in his eyelashes. Mum would cook him a fry-up and he’d tell us about his day and, often, all the things that went wrong: broken drills, floods and gushes of water. It was dangerous work but he loved it, all the problem solving, the friendship, the crystals he’d found underground.


‘You mustn’t rush in,’ he’d say. ‘It’s worth eyeing the job up properly.’ I’d like you to imagine that we memoir writers are miners, and just like miners, we have to size up the job. We have to gather our tools and prepare to go deep inside ourselves to find the goods.
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It’ll be difficult, we’ll get dirty and meet all sorts of challenges, because you can’t just walk in and pick up gold, you have to get right underground to find it and bring it up to the light. Then we’ll look at it, clean it, polish it and turn it into something. When we’re happy with it we’ll think about sharing it with other people. It might turn out to be a shiny prize-winner, it might not, but we won’t know unless we apply ourselves to the dusty, grimy work of mining ourselves.


There is No Template


I will share what I know but there’s no template I can give you I’m afraid. No such thing exists. This will be more like a conversation where I give you things to think about rather than a set of rules. The good news is that there is no right or wrong way of doing it.


I used to think that all I had to do was write everything I knew, but it’s more than that. In the best memoirs the writer looks at the events in their lives, thinks about them differently and is a changed person by the end. The reader wants to know what happened to the writer, how it happened and why it matters.



Content and Process



Where do we start? And what do we need to know?


A useful way to think about writing is a term therapists use – ‘content and process’. ‘Content’ is what happened in our lives, ‘process’ is how we make sense of it through writing.


My first book, The Last Act of Love, about the death of my brother, Matty, is mainly content. My next book, How to Feel Better, is mainly process, because, having learnt a lot about grief, I wrote about it hoping it would be useful for other people.


The Oyster Knife


Have you ever seen an oyster knife? They are sharp, pointed objects. One slip and you could cut yourself badly.
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Writing about yourself is a bit like that – we have to slice through vulnerable flesh to get to our past. It’s painful work and a part of us will want to stop. Another part will want to carry on and get to whatever we’ve got buried.


But you must be gentle with yourself as you do it. For me that involves spending time with friends, walking, running, having baths, being in nature, cooking and sleeping.


You might ignore my advice, of course. Even I do sometimes: I stop going out, stop looking after myself. I used to have a problem with alcohol but, thankfully, I don’t get drunk any more or fall out with people when my real problem is with my writing These days I treat myself gently as I wield that oyster knife.


Is Writing Therapy?


I get asked this question a lot but I don’t have a straightforward answer I’m afraid.


Looking at yourself can be healing. It is good to get stuff out of us and onto the page. Editing is also therapeutic because examining your words and feelings can make you more aware of things. Sharing your work, however, is definitely not. It’s exciting but it can be painful. After all, secretly we all want to be told that we are geniuses. Anything else can often feel a bit hurtful.


On the whole, I think writing is good for me although worrying about whether it’s any good, or what other people might think, is bad. It is also extremely hard work. I find coming up with ideas, first lines, first chapters and writing bits of speech to be fun, but turning them into a finished piece is tiring. I always feel great when I’ve finished though, like I’ve run a marathon or climbed a mountain. There’s nothing like it.


Sometimes people wonder whether having therapy will make them less able to write. I doubt that, but I think you must put yourself first. It would be wrong to try to stay unhappy just so you can write about it. Anyway, since writing and therapy take a long time, maybe you could do them together as I do.


Managing Your Expectations


Getting your work published is hard. Nobody owes you a deal with a publisher and the fact is there are more books out there than people to read them.


Few people can earn a living from writing and because we only hear about the big earners, nobody knows how little most writers make. By all means invest in your writing, but don’t expect to make money.


Having said all that, you never know! Lots of bestsellers came out of the blue and there is no reason why the next one shouldn’t be yours!


Try not to think about this too much. For now, just try to think about the value of doing the writing itself.


But Am I Any Good?


Don’t worry about this. It’s all about learning to bridge the gap between what we want for the finished project and the dog’s breakfast we see before us. With all my books I wasted too much time worrying that they were rubbish and that people would laugh at me.


Most writers, even the really successful ones, live in a state of despair and doubt. Remember you are not alone if you feel like this too. It’s all part of the process.



What Stops Us Writing?



I like the expression ‘name it and tame it’. I do an exercise with my students where I ask them to call out all the practical and psychological barriers they can think of that stop them writing. Then I write them down on a flip chart. By naming our fears, we get to the heart of everything that comes between us and the page and realize that we’re not alone. Here are some common ones:




•  Is it too boring? Am I too boring?


•  Who am I to think I have something to say?


•  I don’t have enough time.


•  My story doesn’t even make sense. It’s too chaotic.


•  No one would want to read it, it’s too unlikely/gloomy/short.


•  Too much happens/Not enough happens.


•  I’ve suffered too much/I haven’t suffered enough.





It’s important to get these fears out because if you don’t, they will get worse.


Do it now. Make a list or a mind map of them (see here) and hold them up to the disinfectant of daylight.



Up Close and Personal



Right, let’s look at these fears and think about what we can do with them.


The creative tug of war


This is the desire to express ourselves coupled with the fear that no one will care. Speaking out feels dangerous, and we worry we’ll be judged for what we say and think. A part of me always wants to tell myself: ‘Shut up! Stop shoving your head above the parapet! Are you trying to get us killed?’ I have wasted too much time and energy managing this fear rather than getting on with the writing itself.


There is something wrong with me: I’m too much/not enough


Some people feel too young to write, others too old. Some worry they have suffered too much, others not enough. ‘I’m too common,’ ‘I’m too posh,’ ‘I’m too this,’ ‘I’m too that.’ For every person who worries about their grammar, there’s a professor who worries they can’t write in a readable way. But it is dangerous to our creativity to sit around telling ourselves that we will be rejected because of who we are.


Perfectionism


We all get cross when we can’t do things perfectly straight away! We think that if we are talented enough we’ll be able to sit down and write something beautiful immediately. We forget that everyone has to start somewhere. Musicians have to practise, actors have to rehearse, and sportspeople have to train. We have to find that level of commitment ourselves and not waste energy getting angry when we can’t produce 50,000 perfectly written words by Tuesday.


Confusion about the story itself and our ability to tell it


We have so many questions and not enough answers. Where do we start? Where’s the middle? Where’s the end?
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