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Prologue


Since I think metaphorically and anecdotally, I believe there is a story for everything. And so, there is a story for this book.


My fascination with the memoir goes back to when I was twelve and very much entranced with eighteenth-century America. In our small storefront public library I found a series of social histories about colonial America written in the early 1900s by a New England author, Alice Morse Earle. At the back of each book she listed her sources, many of which were eighteenth-century diaries, memoirs, and collections of letters, all published as books, but certainly not available in our little library. My mother suggested I try interlibrary loan, and behold! There came to Southern California from some far, far away New England library, The Diary of Anna Green Winslow: A Boston Schoolgirl of 1771, edited by Alice Morse Earle. Though Anna Green Winslow was not without spirit, her 1771 diary was far more pious than I had hoped. Still, she spoke to me across the centuries, and for that reason alone, her diary was enchanting. Thus began my lifelong affection for, and interest in, voices long past.


Probably that’s why I was a history major for both an undergraduate degree at a university close to home and a master’s degree at a university on the east coast. I returned to California—admittedly, to live by the beach—and got into a prestigious grad school where I worked toward a PhD in literature. Students in this program chose concentrations in a genre, an author, and an era (these last two could not overlap). Charles Dickens was my author, and the Great War (World War I) was my era, and for genre I chose memoir and autobiography.


Friday afternoons I would go to the library with a big satchel and roam the stacks, choosing memoirs, autobiographies, books of letters, and journals. As I sank into these pages, I found, then as now, that the books I like best are not, say, the sonorous three volumes of Henry James’s recollections, or Henry Adams’s magisterial prose, but the books by often obscure people who put their lives on paper, pioneers, travelers, long-forgotten theatrical types, artists, abolitionists, educators, cooks, poets, plural wives, people who in rendering their experience might whine or guffaw upon the page, who had genuine voices.


Aside from copious reading, graduate school also afforded me the opportunity to teach Freshman Composition—great training for a writer, which, by then, was my ambition, kept secret from all but a very few friends. Two days a week, I toiled away at my own writing. Weekends I had a retail job. Three days a week I went to campus, took classes, and taught Freshman Comp. I liked teaching Freshman Comp. With every essay, I had to ask the writer’s core question: What makes good writing? Over several years (and with the usual blood, sweat, and tears), I learned to answer that question. In fact, I’m still learning to answer it. I did not get the PhD, but I did become a novelist.


Later, I was honored to be the Roethke Writer-in-Residence at the University of Washington where I taught English 581, “The Writer as Critical Reader,” required for MFA students. I was told I could fill the English 581 syllabus with anything I wanted (even My Favorite Books—tempting). But I took this opportunity to revel in my passion for autobiography and prose memoirs. English 581 was the most demanding class I ever taught. The reading was ambitious unto formidable: for a ten-week term, ten separate texts, some of them dense and difficult. The first batch began with The Education of Henry Adams, The Autobiography of W. E. B. Dubois, and All God’s Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw (each of these about five hundred pages long). On reserve at the library (and thus, all in one place) was a resource list, one hundred-some-odd books, mostly classic British and American memoirs. For finals students gave an oral presentation about an author of their choice, wrote a paper about that author—oh, and each wrote a personal memoir as well. These eager MFA students leapt into the material, making every class exciting, even exhilarating, a never-to-be-forgotten experience.


In the following decades teaching memoir classes, writing groups, and independent edits, I have supported probably hundreds of writers through the process of transforming memory into memoir. I have helped them bring to narrative fruition the memories they carry in their heads and hearts. My immersion in the memoir deepened as I watched writers evoke the elusive past on the page, and animate the people in that past, to make the experience vivid for a reader outside the self. That’s what memoir aspires to.


Both memoir and fiction rely on imagination. Writing a memoir is not simply an act of preservation, but an act of invention, because the fabric of the past is never clean, hemmed, pressed, folded, and stacked chronologically. The past comes to us in fragments finished off by imagination. Indeed, memoir best flourishes at the confluence of memory and imagination: memory calls on imagination to mend the ragged ends, to create continuity over the frayed parts. In transforming amorphous memory into narrative memoir, the writer puts a literary structure over the past, hoping to both capture and evoke, one act propelling the other. This is the writing process, that is to say, the canopy concept over this book. Memory into Memoir is less of an Ikea how-to-assemble manual, and more of an invitation to reimagine the past in writing, to rethink, revisit memory in prose. Memory into Memoir explores the process of placing narrative form over the unruly past.


Prose does not spring onto the page like Venus on the half-shell. Writing is a process, of growth and change, and discovery. And, as I learned all those years ago in grad school—and still firmly believe—good writing is good writing, no matter the form. Memoir, fiction, nonfiction, narrative prose of any sort use the same tools—narration, dialogue, scenic depiction, dramatic arc, character development, vivid language. Memoir writers can learn from fiction, and fiction writers can profit from memoir. The materials you will find in this book, though specific to memoir, can be used by any writer. In Memory into Memoir I’ve shared my enthusiasm for certain poems and songs. I’ve included original materials and prompts, tactics refined over decades and chosen with care. Among the examples you’ll find student memoirs that are not gorgeously groomed, but raw and in process; work, in other words, that can grow and deepen. For gorgeously groomed you’ll find a list of all the books mentioned in these pages (many of which do qualify as My Favorite Books). These are not assigned as texts, but listed as resources for the writer who wants to delve further into the techniques, or the experience, of these authors. I’ve also used as illustration scenes culled from my own novels and stories. I’ve selected these rather than quoting others’ work because I could (and did) edit my own work to suit the needs of Memory into Memoir.


As I now read (and reread, revise, and rethink) what I have written in this book I see that my own past plays a role here, making Memory into Memoir also a personal memoir of sorts. I’ve dedicated this book to my mother, Peggy Kalpakian Johnson, and followed her writing process in these pages because it is illustrative for other writers. She entered her nineties, widowed, blessed with good health, a fine mind, mobility, and energy, but when I urged her to write a memoir, she demurred. She felt she had nothing to say. I kept insisting that she did. (She puts it less gently, saying that I nagged her.) She finally went to the computer and over the course of some four years, wrote, revised, enlarged, revisited her material, and at age ninety-seven, she held her book, Centennial Memoir: A Tribute to my Parents, in her hands.


No doubt you have a story about how you came to hold Memory into Memoir in your hand. Please consider this book an invitation to pick up the pen. Think of that pen as an oar as you get into your little narrative boat and paddle toward the past.


April 2021
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	The Past Meets the Page








The past is a work of art, free of irrelevancies and loose ends.


—Comment, Max Beerbohm (1872–1956)


Everyone has memories, but not everyone writes a memoir. Writing a memoir does not pin the past to the page in some sort of static taxidermy; on the contrary, the memoir strives to make the past vivid, available, to make it memorable, for that matter. Writing a memoir returns the writer—and the reader—to those old traditions of storytelling, the sorts of tales once related by elders round ancient campfires, stories rich in lore, a sort of treasury of who we are, how we came to be, and what we owe to our ancestors (even if it’s not gratitude). Writing a memoir allows you to endow memory with significance, with structure and voice. Writing a memoir focuses your past, energizes long-lost voices, illuminates anecdote. Writing a memoir means revisiting, reviving family stories. Writing a memoir can be an act of courage or gratitude or a plea for understanding, even a bulwark against loss. Writing a memoir means reconsidering what you thought you already knew. Writing a memoir does not create the past, or even re-create the past, but makes the past legible. Writing a memoir transforms amorphous memory into narrative prose, tangible, a thing with girth and worth. Even a thing of beauty.


The memoir can take many forms, but the question—what is a memoir—might best be answered by what it is not. The memoir cannot boast of being The Truth, but it must certainly aspire to A Truth. The memoir is not a novel, that is to say, fiction, though it uses the same writerly tools. It is neither a legal document, nor an affidavit. It is not the courtroom where the writer testifies under penalty of perjury. However, it is in some fashion, testimony. It’s not the confessional that can confer absolution, though certainly there are writers for whom putting the past on paper is itself a victory, and there are writers for whom the pages become a vessel of understanding, if not absolution.


The memoir is different from an autobiography in terms of scope. Autobiography, usually written by an elderly person, suggests the chronological sweep of a whole life, structured from childhood to old age. The memoir is a smaller slice of a person’s life. Frank McCourt wrote two more memoirs following Angela’s Ashes. Dani Shapiro, Mary Karr, Patti Smith, Helen Forrester, Penelope Lively, Rick Bass, and even Tina Turner have all written several memoirs exploring different aspects, and different time periods of their lives. A person might write many memoirs, but only one autobiography.


A memoir usually covers a specific era in the writer’s life such as childhood or adolescence. It can concentrate on discrete life events such as parenthood or a divorce, or some other particular moment. One writer I worked with described the summers she spent at a Camp Fire Girls camp in northern California, a work that eventually became a history of that camp published by the Kern County Historical Society. Another writer picked up the pen to describe her experience as a cook on an African entomological expedition fifty years earlier, and her return to an America that was as changed as she was. But the memoir can certainly expand beyond these singular life events. The memoir can explore one’s professional life, as does Anthony Bourdain’s Kitchen Confidential. (And very often you’ll find that mini-memoirs serve as the introduction to nonfiction books, a personal account of how the writer came by their passion for their field.) The memoir can also weave together different kinds of experiences. The wildly successful Eat, Pray, Love combines exotic travel with the author’s pain and confusion over a divorce and a doomed love affair. Travel writing itself can be a form of memoir, observation interwoven with experience and history. In The Hundred Mile Walk: An Armenian Odyssey, Dawn Anahid MacKeen tells parallel stories of her grandfather’s experience in Turkey in 1915, and her own travels reconstructing his unthinkable journey. Cheryl Strayed in Wild combined the challenge of the Pacific Crest Trail with her grief at her mother’s death. The memoir can be a portrait of someone who loomed large in the life of the writer, say, a powerful but abusive parent, a beloved but difficult sibling like Norman McLean’s A River Runs Through It, or a beloved but difficult child like Paula Becker’s A House on Stilts: Mothering in the Age of Opiate Addiction. The memoir can place a little-known individual at the heart of exciting events. (Everyone who so much as sipped a coffee at a Parisian café in the 1920s seems to have written a memoir.) In some ways, The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook is as much a memoir as Ruth Reichl’s Tender at the Bone.


The memoir can also record stories outside the immediate experience of the author. Vladimir Nabokov’s wonderful Speak, Memory begins with long, digressive chapters on his maternal and paternal grandparents and their lives and adventures in nineteenth-century Russia, long before the writer was born. Alexander Stille in The Force of Things: A Marriage in Peace and War tells the compelling story of his parents’ uneasy marriage: his father an Italian Jew escaped from the Fascists, his mother a WASP American princess. The memoir can also tell the story of someone adjacent to one’s own life. In H is for Hawk, Helen MacDonald melds her hawking experience and her grief at her father’s death with a tense inquiry into the life of the writer T. H. White (1906–1964). Martha Oliver-Smith’s memoir, Martha’s Mandala, is rooted in her own childhood and youth, but her real subject is her artistic grandmother, Martha Bacon, who was married to an autocratic poet. (Yes, that seems a strange combination, but it was true.) One of my favorite memoirs, Maxine Kingston’s Woman Warrior, a series of essays, opens with “No Name Woman,” an imaginative reconstruction of an ancestor whose very existence has been erased.


A family memoir can and should enlarge upon events not directly experienced by the writer, particularly if all that might be otherwise lost. Certainly this was true for my mother, Peggy Kalpakian Johnson. Initially she followed one of the prompts given in the next chapter, but in doing so, the thought came to her that she alone could preserve her parents’ story. Peggy was the last living person in her immediate family and only she could save their experience from dwindling into threadbare recollection as the years and generations passed.


The First-Person Narrator


The writer of a memoir will labor under constraints that the novelist does not face. The novelist has the option of creating a narrator distant, quite apart from the characters—a third-person narrator, one in which all the characters are “he” or “she.” The third-person narrator can easily hop from one person’s deepest thoughts to another’s. The third-person narrator can observe events from multiple points of view, as in, for instance, The Grapes of Wrath where Steinbeck moves the story among various members of the Joad family. The third-person narrator offers the writer and the reader breadth. The memoir, on the other hand, is obliged to be rooted in an “I” through whom the story will pass. This does not mean that “I” must be present in every scene, witness to everything, but “I” is the conduit through which the tale is told. The first-person narrator offers the writer and the reader depth, intimacy. When novelists want to suggest this sort of intimacy, they employ a first-person narrator, an “I,” to tell their tales. (Think Nick Carraway in The Great Gatsby, Scout Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird, as far back as Daniel Defoe’s nefarious Moll Flanders and the unrepentant Roxana, the Fortunate Mistress.) Unlike fiction, the first-person narrator of the memoir has an added, even deeper implied intimacy: I alone can tell this tale.


These considerations have corollaries. First among them is that I lived to tell this tale. Thus, with a story like Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes, we know that however unthinkable, abysmal, and impoverished was his childhood, he lived through it. We hold his book in our hands. In picking up Cheryl Strayed’s Wild, we don’t know if she conquered the Pacific Crest Trail, but we know she lived through the attempt. We hold her book in our hands. In a novel the central character can die, but the memoir cannot end in the death and destruction of the Narrator. (Unless indeed, like The Autobiography of Malcolm X, or Paul Monette’s AIDS memoir, Borrowed Time, the author himself dies, and the task is finished by someone else.)


Secondly, I alone can tell this tale presupposes there is a tale. However bizarre the events in the memoir, readers trust that the Narrator is sane, that her tale will be coherent. Novelists are often fond of that wily creature, the Unreliable Narrator, whose story might leap all around in time, in essence, insisting that the reader must run after that story (and insuring that the reader will always arrive a little late and probably out of breath). For the writer of a memoir, to billow off into the incoherent breaks an implied pact with the reader. Though the narrator of a memoir may be inflamed (and the narrative colored) by emotion, and though the story needn’t be wholly straightforward, the narrator of a memoir is generally thought to be more reliable than the narrator of fiction.


The memoir is also generally assumed to be a story with shape, an arc that suggests a journey from one set of circumstances to another; in short, some sort of change effected. Change can be organic as from childhood to adulthood, or tumultuous as a chronicle of exile, or political, or sexual awareness, or coming through trauma, or a journey to wellness, or travels and adventures, or even a story of someone more beautiful, more doomed, more courageous than the pen-wielding author. Even those books of memoir essays (such as the already mentioned Woman Warrior and Speak, Memory) true, you could open it to any one essay, read, and be rewarded. But read front to back, the order in which the essays are given, suggests an overall thematic.


The implication in writing a memoir is always that the narrator learned, grew; that the narrator is somehow altered by the events she describes. The most important guide for writer of a memoir is this: the memoir is not the story of what you know, it is the story of how you learned it.


[image: image]


Why write a memoir? No one’s life can be encapsulated by the Sum of Their Posts, the Sum of Their Tweets, those threadlike connections that hover in a disembodied cloud, Why write a memoir? Because you alone can tell this tale—even if, like Camp Fire Girls summer camp, or the African entomological expedition, you shared that experience with others. Your story is worth that effort. If you do not convey it to the page, those events, those emotions, those people and places will dwindle and attenuate over time. Those summer days, those frosty nights, that pealing laughter, those tears, that shriek of shock will all dissolve into nothingness. Conversely, I can promise you that once you start to write, the past will open up for you; it will deepen and develop. The more you write your memoir, the more your memories will accrue and accelerate. You will remember what you did not know you had forgotten.
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	In the Beginning?








“Begin at the beginning,” the King said, very gravely,


“and go on till you come to the end: then stop.”


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865


Beginnings are always difficult, vexing, frustrating. Where to begin? How? Anyone starting a memoir will see roiling before their eyes a thicket of people, a tangle of events, many befogged, some befuddled. How to reconstruct the past? Do you as a writer address it as a series of events, like falling dominos, one event leading inexorably to another—in other words, how-could-it-be-otherwise? Or as a quilt that can be ceaselessly ripped up and re-patterned, maybe using the same squares, but bringing them together under new motifs? Beginnings are messy. Accept that. If you write Chapter One and expect the rest of the story to ribbon out from there, you could end up staring at those two words, Chapter One, for a very long time. Indeed, you could end up with a sort of writerly paralysis. Start instead with writing that is simple, declarative, unadorned, and later add depth and detail and develop narrative from that core; thus, the process of Describe/Develop/Create.


DESCRIBE: Spark swiftly. Visual/sensory description.


DEVELOP: Expand. Add details. Ask questions of your material. Even if you don’t have answers, the questions are important.


CREATE: Using the details and descriptions, make narrative from what you have. Put it into scenes, into a story, remembering that this too is draft and will be enhanced and enriched later on. The writing doesn’t have to be beautiful; it just has to be.


Use whatever is at hand to spark your process of Describe, Develop, and Create. Old addresses, photographs, fading Polaroids, ordinary objects, fleeting sensory recollections—any of these can offer an avenue to turn memory into memoir.


Prompt: The Object


1.DESCRIBE this object: Every little thing you can recall about it. Not just looks. Smell. Sound. The heft or texture. Make your information detailed and complex. Good grammar not essential!


2.DEVELOP: Put this object into a context. How do you see it and where? Describe vividly not just the object, but its environment, indeed its ambience (which will require memory and imagination). The context will affect the object. For instance:


Is the prom dress on the sewing machine or on the dance floor? (That is, the difference between the prom dress laying across the sewing machine still in pieces, or being waltzed around the decorated gym with a corsage pinned to it.)


Is the upright piano in your living room or in the tavern on 4th and Grand?


Is the frying pan on the stove or is it in the back of the van, ready for a camping trip?


Is the chemistry set in the garage or classroom?


The doll in the arms of a child has a different context, time frame, and ambience than a doll languishing at the bottom of a closet.


The sleeping bag rolled out on the bare springs of a youth hostel bed among snoring, foreign strangers has a different ambience than the one you took to pajama parties as a kid.


3.CREATE a scene using the context you have developed in which you ally this object to an individual. Are you the one pushing the lawn mower? Who is playing the flute and where: a recital, a marching band, alone on the front porch, a summer night? The scene should not only describe the physical world, but also evoke the mood associated with this object. Moreover, the individual allied to this object should be as clearly drawn as the object itself.


[image: image]


But perhaps the past is not available to you in solid, reliable objects, nouns. Perhaps you can only remember it in shards.


Prompt: First Things Fast


FIRST SOUND: Do you have an early recollection of a persistent or particular sound? (Traffic? Thunder? The ice-cream truck? Gears grinding? A doorbell? Thumping of a rolling pin? Typewriter? Radio or television voices, theme songs or ad ditties? Rain?)


FIRST SCENT: Is there a scent or an odor or an aroma that zaps you right back to . . . maybe you are not even sure where it takes you. Cooking scents? Seasonal scents? Exhaust? Manure? Paint?


FIRST SONG: What is the first song you remember? Who sang it? Can you sing it? Even in bits?


FIRST TV SHOW: Can you still hum or sing the theme song? Hear the voices? Remember bits or episodes?


FIRST MEMORABLE TEACHER: Portrait? How/where do you see them? Name?


FIRST FRIEND: Does this friend have a context? Home? School? Name? Description?


FIRST BED OR BEDROOM you remember sleeping in, or waking in.


FIRST PET: Name? Description? In what context do you see this critter? What happened to this pet?


FIRST CAR AND/OR PUBLIC TRANSPORT: Color? Make? Year? Where do you see this vehicle? And/or where is the stop where you got on or off this public transport?


FIRST JOURNEY of your recollection? Where? Circumstances?


FIRST “EMERGENCY”: Wind? Rain? Fire? Earthquake? Someone suddenly ill?


FIRST TIME YOU RECOGNIZED THAT someone important had left this world. (Doesn’t have to be a relative or friend; could be Kurt Cobain or Elvis, or a pet for that matter.) Where were you?


If you have more than one “first” for each, fine. Do not corset yourself into correctness. If some of these memories are yours by way of photographs, or family stories, fine. Let these First/Fast descriptions roll around in your mind for a bit—like billiard balls clacking into one another—and return to them to develop. Combine those that are linked.


Let’s look at the First choices of a writer named Genetta (Netta) Gibbs Swanson. Netta was the youngest of four children; the eldest, Joe, was about fourteen years her senior. As a little child Netta spent a lot of time with her deeply religious Granny who lived with the family. Whatever else Netta had amid her First Things, these three are chronologically linked, and combined they will create narrative.


FIRST SONG: Amazing Grace


FIRST SCENT(S): shoe polish and aftershave (or possibly men’s hair gel)


FIRST TV SHOW: unspecified televangelist programs




SATURDAY NIGHT AND SUNDAY MORNING


My grandmother came to live with us after Grandpa died. Our house was small, and we were already crowded. Granny got her own room, and in return, she also got all the housework. Granny was a devoutly religious woman. Her life had been spent financially pinched and emotionally denied, so I honestly think religion gave her an outlet, a release, a chance to shout and sing. Since I was the youngest, about three or four at the time, I was at home while Gary and Delia went to school and Daddy and Mama worked. After they all left the house in the mornings, the television would go on, and Granny would set up the ironing board in front of it, and she and I would be shouting and singing along with the televangelist, and the choir, and all the people being saved. If she was working in the kitchen, we just turned the TV up really loud. Granny and I got saved daily. The rest of the world then might have been belting out “Dancing Queen,” but it’s “Amazing Grace” I remember and that can still make me misty. I knew every verse of “Amazing Grace” at the age of four, and I had a fine, strong singing voice, even then, so everyone at church thought I was a holy prodigy. Granny and I got to jump and shout at church too. Only she and I went to church. Everyone else slept in on Sundays. But once my brother Joe came home, Sunday mornings changed.


I had been told that Joe was coming home after eighteen months in the army. Fort Dix, my mother said. Actually (I later learned) Joe was in prison for Grand Theft Auto. My family was less interested in deluding me with this little lie, than in deluding themselves and the neighbors. Joe must have been about 20 or 21 when he came home from the pen. It wasn’t enough for Granny that he had paid his debt to society, so to speak, but he must be saved. She was all over Joe to give himself up to the Lord. Night and day, she wouldn’t let it rest. She’d mark passages in the Bible and leave them at his place at the table, or under his pillow! Now and then she might go after my other brother, Gary, or my sister, Delia, occasionally my parents, but Joe’s soul was her Cross.


Joe had a job working for Bennie Kaufman’s dad at Kaufman’s TV and Appliances. Bennie was his best friend from high school. Joe worked evenings there so Bennie’s dad could be home with the family. Joe didn’t mind.


On Saturday nights, Joe always went out. We had one bathroom and after he was done showering and getting ready, I would walk in there and smell the glamour, the scent of Going Out. Aftershave and men’s hair gel, of soap and maybe deodorant for all I know. In the back porch, Joe would polish his shoes, Shinola on the brush, back and forth, enough rhythm to make me want to dance while I watched him. Granny didn’t bother him in the bathroom, but the back porch wasn’t safe, and she’d still hound him about bad companions and not being saved. Joe hardly ever spoke. I guess prison cured him of that, but he never sassed Granny either. He knew better. He was always real calm. Maybe he learned that in prison too. And when he left on Saturday night, he always said Goodnight Granny, Goodnight Nettaspeck. He called me that because I was so small.


He came back home early on Sunday mornings when Granny and I were getting ready for church. Someone would let him off—we heard the car in the alley, but we never did see who it was. He’d come through the back door, tousled and disheveled, tired, a stubble on his chin, and his clothes all rumpled. He’d greet us like he was happy to see us, and ask Granny if he’d missed breakfast. Even on Sunday morning, Joe smelled like Saturday night, Glamour and Going Out. Of shoe polish and hair gel and aftershave, cigarettes and maybe a whiff of a girl’s cologne. Between Saturday night’s aftershave and Sunday morning’s “Amazing Grace,” I knew, sensed somehow there was a huge divide.


Granny couldn’t resist the chance to rattle on at Joe about being saved, and the like, but she wasn’t a woman to sit still, so she’d have to be up and cooking. Joe would eat and listen, sometimes ask for more, and when Granny’s back was turned, he’d wink at me, like he and I, angel and devil, youngest and oldest, were somehow united against all the rest of them, the whole family. The whole town for that matter. Maybe the whole world.
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In connecting three Firsts, Netta has expanded all of them. “Saturday Night and Sunday Morning” is short, less than a thousand words, evocative, but much in need of some revising and refining, and expanding. Her narrative wanders here and there (the bits about Bennie and the appliance store could use some edits) and the paragraphing and transitions aren’t always great. Visuals on Granny and Joe would be a nice addition. But this memoir essay has rich material Netta can continue to mine and build on. As she revises (say, adding dialogue and scenic depiction, for instance) it will open up, become an actual chapter.


Notice her title. Having a title even from the beginning is a good writerly practice. A title is a buoy, not an anchor. A title will help you focus your material. However, titles are fluid, and if your focus changes (and it probably will), then change the title. “Saturday Night and Sunday Morning” suits Netta’s story, but it’s not the only possible title (though it’s certainly better than her original choice, “Granny and Me”). “Saturday Night and Sunday Morning” includes Joe without having to name him. When you change the title, you also alter what you are telegraphing to the reader about significance. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s original title for The Great Gatsby was Trilmachio in West Egg. Think on that!


First Things Fast can also be expanded beyond the realm of childhood.


FIRST JOB you ever had: Where? Coworkers? Wage? Duties? Bosses? Does that job still exist?


FIRST BOYFRIEND/GIRLFRIEND or crush.


FIRST CAR OF YOUR OWN. Make, model, color, anything else . . .


FIRST APARTMENT OR DORM ROOM: Your roommate was . . .


FIRST PROFESSIONAL JOB: Workplace, duties, co-workers, bosses? Does this job still exist?


FIRST TIME you thought you might actually fail at something.


FIRST TIME you thought you might actually succeed at something.


FIRST MEETING with the person who became a spouse, longtime partner, or dear friend.


Beyond Firsts, you can use Describe/Develop/Create with other memories: the four places or times you were happiest. The four places or times you were the most beset with anxiety. The goal is to create material that you can then shape and structure.



Prompt: Writing from Photographs



Perhaps some of your Firsts are not actual memories, but what you have absorbed from old photos, perhaps even photos taken before you were born. Bringing Describe/Develop/Create to photographs can often fill out, inform, where actual memory cannot quite go.


Go back through your old photos and find a few that “speak” to you.


1.DESCRIBE THE SNAPSHOT: Short, succinct notes. Who is in this photo? What is the background? Where was it taken? When? What are they wearing?


2.DEVELOP THE SNAPSHOT: Ask questions of the photo. Is it associated with some occasion or incident? Does it have a mood that you can either identify or imagine? Is there evidence anywhere of the relationships of the people in the photo? Not simply familial or friendship, but perhaps how they felt about one another, or their emotions at the time. Does their stance or posture suggest certain circumstances? Search the photo for evidence of the season, the weather, the time of day. If the photo is in black and white, color it as best you can. What about what we can’t see? For instance, who is taking the photo? What is just beyond or behind or nearby the objects in the photo? Can you put sounds in the photo? (Music, wind, background conversation?) Can you add to it some physical sensation, such as scent, remembered or imagined?


3.CREATE A SCENE BUILDING ON THESE ELEMENTS: Though a photo is static, put these people in motion, perhaps just before or just after the shutter snaps on them.


Here is the photo Netta Gibbs used, and what she makes of it. She isn’t concerned with getting glorious prose on the page, nor even much with following correct grammatical style; the goal here is to note the short, the sharp, the observant.


1.DESCRIPTION: Family in the backyard standing beside the old Chevy. Clothesline in the background. Me, aged 3, Mother, Dad, Delia age 10, Gary age 13, Joe age 18, Granny, ancient. Everyone in Sunday best. Granny holding her Bible, me with my stiff-petticoat dress. Dandelions in the little patch of grass, so . . . spring. People squint against the sunshine. Shadows say it’s morning. Black Chevy sedan we had for eons. I judge this photo to be about 1977. Granny came to live with us after Gramps’ death in 1976.


2.DEVELOP: Why was this taken in the backyard? Mama was a front porch kind of girl. Few people ever got to see our backyard which was nothing but a scrap of lawn, a clothesline and tool shed. But here it is immortalized forever, the clothesline complete with clothes flapping on it—including my father’s boxer shorts! Why would my mother allow such a picture to be taken? I alone look happy, but then I loved my Mary Janes and that dress. It was pink and made of some stiff fabric, or maybe that’s just because Granny starched everything. But everyone else looks . . . well, certainly NOT
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