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For all my students; past, present and future.
All power to your elbow.











I hadn’t so much forgot as I couldn’t bring myself to remember.


MAYA ANGELOU


Be patient and tough; someday this pain will be useful to you.


OVID












Introduction


Dear Writer,


I am so pleased to meet you.


Welcome. Whoever you are and however you got here, I am delighted to see you and am looking forward to telling you everything I know about how to put your life on the page. If I was meeting you in person, I’d want to get to know you a bit and find out what has brought you to me. I will have to speculate. Have you always wanted to write? You might have drawers full of notebooks or have yet to put pen to paper but feel a secret urge. There could be a specific time or incident you want to capture, or perhaps you feel stuck and unable to move on from something horrible that has happened to you and have heard that writing can help. Maybe you want to pen a bestselling memoir that gets turned into an award-winning film, or capture your memories of your childhood so you can print them out for your grandchildren, or make a record of these interesting times we are living through. Perhaps you are used to writing other things – novels, plays, poems, essays, reports – and want to have a crack at a memoir. Or you have nothing but an instinct that it would serve you to get some writing into your life. You might be full of eager desire to get to grips with telling your story, or you may be besieged with doubts. Whatever your truth and whatever your starting point, I am here to help you with all of the above and more. I can’t promise that it will be easy; writing the self is a tricky, slippery business. But I can promise that it is rewarding. Think of it as mental mountain climbing. We wouldn’t expect to be able to climb Everest without training and preparation. We’d accept that we’d have to demonstrate dedication and commitment. This can be a helpful way to think about writing; not that it is a God-given talent and that beautiful words should just flow out of us all in the right order, but that it is something we must practise.


I hope to help you discover the pleasure and solace to be found in regular writing. And, if you want to go further, to encourage you into writing a memoir. It is profoundly satisfying to wrestle a story onto the page. I have never climbed a mountain, but would imagine that standing on the summit feels a little similar to the day you finish your first draft and can print out your manuscript and see the events of your life transformed into a story. There is an astonishing sense of achievement up for grabs if we are bold and dedicated enough to put in the hard graft.


It isn’t always a slog. There can be actual joy in the glorious privacy of the low-tech act of scribbling down how we feel. Being able to use words to commune with ourselves in private is a valuable ally in navigating the world. It is accessible, free and enlightening, and offers respite from the noise and clamour of modern life. So, this is an invitation to join me in the simple yet profound experience of writing the self. Whatever your aim, this book will help you to write about yourself and what has happened to you, will teach you things and encourage you to expand your horizons, and may well make you feel better about your life and able to move forward into the rest of it with more anticipation.


I addressed you as ‘writer’ at the start. Can you accept it? Perhaps you think it is a title you have to earn, that there are various barriers to be surmounted before you arrive. I want you to forget all that. Don’t make your writerliness dependent on external conditions. It’s engaging in the act of writing that makes you a writer, and you don’t need to wait until you’ve produced a certain kind of officially recognized output. If you write, you are a writer.


I grew up wanting to write, but was never encouraged if I expressed that desire to a teacher: ‘Don’t be silly,’ they would say. ‘If you work very hard, you might be able to be a teacher or work in a building society.’ As I got older I lost my childhood enthusiasm, and more and more I allowed myself to be told that people like me couldn’t be a writer, that it was too hard, too difficult to get published, too impossibly out of reach. So although I’d try, I would give up, because when the going got tough I would brood on this negative belief. I didn’t allow myself to use the word until my first book was published. And even then it made me feel a bit sick, like I was making it up, or that it was a brief state that wouldn’t last, and I would have to hand in my badge if I couldn’t finish another book. I didn’t feel worthy. A big energy-draining waste of time, I now think. And unnecessary. I didn’t have to write more books and have people admire them to feel like a writer. I just had to accept it as my calling. What I needed was permission, and I didn’t need to wait for someone else to give it to me. So please, I would suggest the fact that you are reading this is enough proof of your vocation. Think of yourself as a writer. The only qualification you need is desire.
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Now, I am big on pointing out that writing requires effort, but it is also the easiest thing in the world to get into because there are no barriers to entry. You need hardly any kit! Consider the investment you’d have to make if you did want to climb a mountain. Or learn to ski, be a potter, make a film or work as a dairy farmer. With writing, you can do it anywhere, and all you need is yourself and a way to capture your words. You can use a pen and paper, a computer, your phone, or even dictate or record as you speak.


It is important to focus on what you do have rather than what you don’t, at this stage. Often people worry that their grammar isn’t good enough, or they don’t have the best computer, or they haven’t read enough books, or they need to go on a course. But you are rich in writerly blessings, I promise you. Because you are reading this, I know you are literate. Imagine it from the perspective of someone who isn’t. I do workshops in prisons, and there are many people there who literally can’t write. My dad, who only learnt to read properly as an adult, still struggles with writing. He can make shopping lists and do crosswords but doesn’t really distinguish between upper- and lower-case letters, and punctuation remains a complete mystery, so he would never feel confident attempting a page made up of sentences. My son, Matt, finds both writing and spelling incredibly hard, and is quick to believe he is stupid because his marks on the page look ugly and messy compared to his classmates’. There are physical impediments too. My friend Charlie had a stroke, which put an end to her beautiful handwriting. If we go back in time, it wasn’t that long ago when most people had to sign with a cross rather than their name. There are parts of the world now where education is hard to come by and reserved for certain sections of the population. So, if you are overcoming barriers to the act of writing then bravo, and if you can do it with ease then take a moment to appreciate yourself for what you can do and what you have. Think how miraculous it is that you can read and write! That you can make shapes on the page that mean something!


Do it now. Take up a pen and write 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 at writing the self. Now we just need to carry on.









How to Use This Book




There are three rules for writing [. . .]


Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.


W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM





I hope this book gives you what you want and what you don’t yet know that you need. I would also like you to have a good time. My desire for you is that you find your path. That might closely align with my way, or have a pinch of it, or be completely different. If I were reading this book, I’d read it all through first – probably in the bath – and then think about what use to make of it, go back and try the exercises, and mark helpful pages. You might prefer to do the exercises as you go. They might make you feel a bit self-conscious. Don’t worry, that’s all part of it. I want you to learn to sit with your discomfort. What I suggest will start you off, but also follow your nose and keep an ear out for your own instincts. It is fine to go off-piste. Trust that all your meanderings will lead somewhere, even if you can’t immediately see where.


Bear in mind that if you were to read this book again in a year’s time, you would find new meanings, and bits that currently don’t do much for you might well make more sense. This is a book you can grow into. The more you write, the more you will form your own views and opinions on what works. The more you write, the more you’ll learn.


I hope it provides a helpful springboard and enables you to branch out on your own. This isn’t a textbook or a course, and I have not tried to be completist or exhaustive, nor even especially definitive. Consider the proverb that if you give a man a fish, you’ve fed him for a day, but if you teach him how to fish, you’ve fed him for a lifetime. I hope I can be an encouraging presence as you fish, but I’m not trying to make you catch and cook your fish my way. I’ll reflect upon my practice and habits so that you can take that knowledge and do with it what you will.


If it doesn’t resonate at all, then put it down and read something else! Or just start writing. My own work feels like 95 per cent struggle with self-doubt, so that is where I put a lot of focus, but there are some writers who think that writer’s block doesn’t exist. It has been said that the art of writing is the art of applying the seat of your trousers to the seat of your chair. I agree, but think the very act of sitting down to write is complex. I have learnt to tame the many and various voices in my head that don’t want me to get in the chair, and am keen to pass on my theories in the hope that they are of use to you. If you want to write but can’t seem to get going, have good ideas but don’t get them on the page, have something you yearn to do yet fail to make progress, then this book should be right up your street.


For me, the challenge of writing is to make time and space to sit quietly, tolerate the terror of the blank page, not succumb to distraction, and just do it.


Simple? Yes. Easy? No. I have had to unpick a lot of stuff to work out how to get myself in the chair, and that is the process we are going to go through together.









First-Night Nerves




It’s not always other people who write books. It’s natural to put authors on a pedestal, especially if, like me, you didn’t grow up surrounded with books at home, but it could be you.


SATHNAM SANGHERA





How are you feeling? One of my favourite things to do is teach residential courses where a group of writers come to the countryside for five or six days of writing. They arrive feeling nervous, jangly, sometimes even nauseous.


This is a familiar feeling when we dare to say that we want to take up space, that we are willing to spend time and money pursuing our dreams. We should feel a little awe. The most helpful advice I’ve ever received about public speaking is that if you don’t feel a sense of anticipation before talking to a hundred strangers, then there is a bit of the psychopath about you. It is the same with writing. It is a big deal. You may well feel a flip in the tummy or a tension in the shoulders at the prospect of decanting yourself onto the page. This is my fifth book and I still experience all that, but the difference is that I have learnt this is part of the process and how to move through it with more ease. Try, if you can, to be compassionate and curious about how you feel.


You could also rebrand any nerves as excitement. One of my students told me her teenage daughter had invented the word ‘nervited’ to describe that odd mixture of anticipation and dread. ‘That’s it,’ I said, ‘we are all a bit nervited. And that’s fine, we just need to hold steady and not bolt.’


Years ago I tried to get into hot yoga, which is gruelling and lasts an hour and a half in a warm room. I never managed to make it a regular practice, but I always remember the advice they gave to newcomers at the start of class: ‘Just stay in the room.’


That’s what we need to do with first-night nerves: just stay in the room.


Honour yourself for being here. What an amazing thing to have picked up this book and be following your instincts to express yourself! That’s magnificent. You could be slumped in front of the TV in consume mode, but instead you are here. Cherish yourself for your desire to make something.









Beginner’s Mind




Trade your cleverness for bewilderment.


RUMI





Try to come at all this with an open and flexible mind, putting to one side what you might have been told before, but also with a sense of conviction that you are engaging with this material in order to learn how to paddle your own canoe.


The most important thing when considering the practice of other writers is not to be put off if their method doesn’t fit with you. I have not always been so wise and would often be derailed if something sounded alien to me. Years ago I heard a writer say that he plotted out his novel using an Excel spreadsheet. I was unhappy at work at the time, partly because I was useless at Excel, and lived in fear that I would press the wrong button and send all the wrong stuff to the wrong places. ‘Oh,’ I thought sadly, ‘if you have to use Excel to write a book, I’ll never be able to do it.’ I would also resentfully and miserably conclude that without an MA I could make no progress. I am still inclined to be envious of other people’s writing environments. ‘Oh,’ I’ll think, as I read about how an author completed their novel, ‘if I had a shed in the garden or was in the woods on my own, or on a residency at a fancy American college, then I’d be able to do more and better work, but as it is . . .’ These days I can catch these thoughts, see them as part of the general mental chatter that distracts me from work, and lovingly reapply my nose to the grindstone.


There are books about writing that I love, but I don’t always love all of them. I might think Chapter Three is life-changing and Chapter Nine is pointless. Writing books that are too focused on structure make me want to cry. Their authors seem to enjoy discussing the classical three-act structure, protagonists and antagonists and all that, but it is just too cold a way to go about things for me, and I know it would never lead to anything good so I have learnt to ignore it. But you might thrill to all that stuff. This is your mission: you need to step your way through all the interesting, conflicting, confusing advice out there and find your own path. Cherry-pick away.


Feel free to doubt and disagree with me! Some bits will click and some won’t. What works for one person might not for another. I will tell you how I do it, but you must not decide that the fact that you don’t like writing first thing in the morning or that you do like working from a plan means you aren’t a writer. I would rather you throw this book across the room in disgust than let anything in it put you off.


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









PART ONE


Preparation









Mining the Self


Let’s imagine ourselves as a mine. My dad was a miner, and I remember him coming home after night shift still dirty with coal dust lodged in his eyelashes. My mum would cook him a fry-up – both supper and breakfast – and he’d talk of everything that had gone wrong: broken drills, floods and gushes of water. Often it was dangerous; he walks with a limp because he was bent out of shape when he was caught between two trains. But he loved it too: the problem solving and the camaraderie, the pieces of crystal he’d find underground.


You had to not rush in, he said. It was always worth eyeing a job up properly. So, the preparation stage is what we are doing now. We are assessing the project, gathering our tools and getting ready to start. Then, excavation! We are going down, mining deep within ourselves. We need to accept that this work may be difficult and perhaps even dangerous. We will have to sink the shaft ourselves. We’ll get muddy and dirty and encounter all sorts of challenges. There won’t be a neat staircase to walk down. We can’t just stroll in and pick up our finished project – a beautiful gold statuette, say – and place it immediately on our mantelpiece. We have to get underground, find the gold – which is tricky as it doesn’t look like gold yet – then bring it up into the light.
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Then we assess what we’ve got. We clean and polish it and smelt it into something else.


Finally, we have made something we are pleased with and can think about sharing with other people.


Our finished project might be a shiny, glittery thing that wins prizes, but we won’t get to it unless we give ourselves up with enthusiasm to the dusty, grimy, gritty work of mining the self.









There Is No Template


There isn’t a template or a formula I can give you. We might yearn for a set of instructions but they don’t really exist, and it would be very tedious if they did, as we’d all be writing the same books. I don’t have all the answers and don’t believe that anyone does. Writing is a mysterious, magical beast. I want to share with you what I know, but I remain very open and hopeful that my own understanding is a work in progress. I hope this feels more like a conversation than a set of instructions, an offering of things for you to think about rather than a list of rules.


I did use to think that all I had to do was force myself to sit down and write down everything I knew, but it turns out the process is more organic than that. It probably needs to be. The best memoirs are those in which the writer, in re-examining life events, comes to new conclusions and is a changed person by the end. We do need a bit of momentum. If someone just sat down and wrote everything they knew, it would be a vignette or a still life.


Think of novels that are structured around a main character where a present-day impetus – receiving a letter or hearing someone has died – prompts them to remember a major life experience. The character is always changed by the re-examination, and if they aren’t, the novel falls a bit flat. That’s worth bearing in mind with a memoir. We’re interested in what happened and how it happened, but we also want to know why it still matters.


The difficulty about there being no template is that we can feel lost and adrift in the terror of the blank page. The good thing is that there is no right or wrong way to do it. It’s all up for grabs. There are different approaches to explore and that is what we are going to do. This is an active process in which you are the key player.









Content and Process


We’re here. We want to do the work. Where do we start? What do we need to know?


‘Content and process’ is a term that therapists use. Content is what has happened to us. Process is the attempt to accommodate it. It can be a useful way to think about writing: content is our life events, our raw material; writing is the process we are going to use to represent our experiences on the page. And it can help us to understand what we have in common with our fellow humans and what separates us. Our content is our own story, specific to us. Our process can be learnt from and shared with others. My first book, The Last Act of Love, is mainly content. It is the story of the death of my brother. My next, A Manual for Heartache, is mainly process, because I felt I had learnt a lot about grief and sadness that could be useful to people irrespective of the cause of their sorrow.


Content and process can also be a useful delineation to ensure we look after ourselves as we try to describe our experiences. We must always be deeply respectful of our content, but we can be vigorous and questing in our process.









The Oyster Knife


It is not easy. It is hard to get into the self, to excavate, to rummage around. Have you ever seen someone use an oyster knife? They are sharp and pointed, and need to be wielded with both dexterity and strength to prise between the layers and get the shell open. If you slip, you might cut yourself. Writing can feel like we are taking up an oyster knife and slicing through our most vulnerable flesh. We are disturbing the silt, dredging through the past. Probably some part of us wishes we would stop. Another part is resolute and knows that ultimately it will be good for us if we can exhume whatever we’ve been burying inside.
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So how do we deal with this? It can feel cruel and aggressive to do all this digging about. How do we mitigate it? This is the answer: as we grow our commitment and intent, we also turn up the volume on our self-compassion and self-care.


We need to look after ourselves. This will be whatever floats your personal boat. I like time spent with nourishing friends, walking, running, baths, rereading favourite novels, being in nature, cooking and lots of sleep. It’s a healthy list, isn’t it? It hasn’t always been so, but these days I try to make sure that the things that make me feel better in the short term don’t then go on to make me feel worse.


You might ignore this advice, of course. I do that sometimes. I stop going outside and stop looking after myself. I chew the skin around my nails until I am bleeding and it hurts to type. But I no longer get drunk and have trained myself not to fall out with people when my real problem is with my writing. It is a poisonous myth that we should suffer for our art, and I do try – most of the time – to treat myself kindly as I wield the oyster knife.









Is Writing Therapy?


I get asked this a lot and think it is an interesting question. I’ve noted other writers can find it annoying, which perhaps says more about their attitude to therapy than anything else. There isn’t a straightforward answer. It rather depends on what you mean by writing and what you mean by therapy. Going to a dictionary, I find that writing is ‘the activity or skill of writing’ and ‘the activity or occupation of composing text for publication’. Therapy is ‘a treatment intended to relieve or heal a disorder’ and therapeutic is ‘having a good effect on the body or mind; contributing to a sense of wellbeing’.


Excavation can be therapeutic because it is cathartic, which means ‘providing psychological relief through the open expression of strong emotions’. It can be really good for us to get what festers inside out of us and onto the page. Editing also has a therapeutic benefit because the act of looking very closely at your words is almost meditative; you accidentally get that level of awareness that therapists encourage where you are watching your thoughts.


Sharing your work is very definitely not therapeutic. It can be stimulating and exhilarating but it is also destabilizing and exhausting, and bear in mind that secretly all we really want to be told is that we are a genius. Anything else can often feel a bit bruising.


I’m plagued with headaches at the moment. I think of Virginia Woolf, who had to stop writing for months at a time. I’m never completely sure, but I do think writing is the cure rather than the cause. I suspect that writing is broadly good for me but that worrying about the quality and what other people will make of it is bad for me. It is also extremely hard work. I find ideas, first lines, first chapters, scribbling down bits of dialogue, to be great fun, but the act of wrestling those initial stirrings into a finished thing that is fit for purpose as a reading experience is tiring. But then I feel great. Like I’ve run a marathon or climbed a mountain. There is no exhilaration like it.


Sometimes people think that it is a case of one or the other. They ask, ‘If I have therapy will I be less likely to write my book?’ I doubt this is true, but anyway I always think that you should put yourself first before your writing project. It feels odd and wrong to try to intentionally stay in a state of distress so you can write about it. Anyway, writing and therapy often take a long time. You could do them together, as I do.
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