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 Advance praise for Use Your Words

Kate Hopper’s Use Your Words demonstrates how the universal experiences of motherhood can be transformative through storytelling, and offers practical, thoughtful, and insightful guidance to any writer interested in the process of translating life experience into story.

 



—Andrea Buchanan, 
author of The Daring Book for Girls, Mother Shock: 
Loving Every (Other) Minute of It, and six other books

 



 



Kate Hopper knows: how to inspire the budding writer to find her voice and her truth; what it takes to keep that writer going; and the words of advice and inspiration every writer needs to hear. In Hopper’s assured, experienced hands, women and mothers will glean not only the all-important elements of craft, they will feel emboldened and prepared to take the essential steps from idea to finished piece. This is a beautiful, polished guide to craft and storytelling for writing about motherhood and beyond.

 



—Vicki Forman, 
author of This Lovely Life: A Memoir of Premature Motherhood


 



 



The only reason I’ve ever wanted to visit Minnesota was for the chance to meet Kate Hopper and take one of her writing classes. Thankfully, Kate has translated her successful Use Your Words writing class onto paper and created a personal, practical guide for any mother writer. Grounding each lesson with terrific essays and poems by a wide variety of writers, Kate offers a solid education in creative writing plus a range of approachable assignments designed to make readers put the book down and start writing.

 



—Caroline Grant, 
editor in chief of Literary Mama and co-editor of Mama, PhD: 
Women Write About Motherhood and Academic Life


 



 



Part writing workshop, part anthology, part mothers’ group between two covers, Use Your Words is so much more than an instruction manual. It is also a readable, powerful call to the page for every woman in the process of giving birth to herself as a writer. If you have ever wondered whether motherhood is a viable literary subject, or whether you have a mothering story worth telling, Kate Hopper’s beautifully written book will answer that question once and for all—with compelling excerpts, exercises to inspire you, and clear, practical teachings on matters of voice, structure, and style.

 



—Katrina Kenison, 
author of The Gift of an Ordinary Day and Mitten Strings for God


 



 



Kate Hopper has been a valuable part of our teaching staff since 2006 and has contributed to the success of the Loft Literary Center. Her students rave about her. She is accessible and friendly and always enthusiastic and supportive of them; she makes them feel that their writing is valuable and that their work is important work. One of her Loft students said, “I’ve taken many writing classes, and this class was the most supportive, helpful class I’ve ever had, while still giving extremely helpful critique.” Another said, “I loved Kate as an instructor! She was so encouraging and supportive of ever yone’s efforts, but also very knowledgeable about the craft of writing, as well as prose revision. I would take another class from her in a minute.”

 



—Brian Malloy, 
Education Director of The Loft Literary Center

 



 



Finally a book to teach parents how to write! In readable, interesting, practical prose, Use Your Words gives moms what they need to know to write about their children’s most precious moments. A tremendous resource for bloggers, teachers, lay and professional writers.

 



—Jennifer Margulis, PhD, 
author of Toddler: Real-Life Stories of Those Fickle, Irrational, Urgent, Tiny People 
We Love


 



 




Use Your Words brings a unique voice to the world of writing guides: honest, forthright, funny. Reading it felt like sitting down for a writing tête-a-tête with a literary friend and practicing writer. Because her voice is real, Kate welcomes beginners with trustworthy invitations to reach deep, and speaks to the practicing writer with new levels of insight about writing motherhood literature. When a teacher/author takes a risk with voice and really bares herself, her students/readers can do no less than rise to the challenge. This book is original in covering the specific areas where the experience of motherhood fires, and complicates, the task of writing. Also, this book is funny! I thought I was reading it just for fun—I knew it would be fun—but the surprise for me was the spur in the ribs I got to write, and write well.

 



—Bonnie J. Rough, 
author of Carrier: Untangling the Danger in My DNA







To all the mothers who have generously shared their stories with me.
 I thank you.

 



And to Stella and Zoë: Without you these words would not exist.
 Thank you for making my life rich with your laughter and antics.






Writing—like living, like parenting, like any form of creation—is always an act of faith anyway, a struggle, a dare to somehow get onto a blank sheet of paper some approximation of experience in a single, unique voice.


 


—PENNY WOLFSON






FOREWORD


THE TRANSITION TO MOTHERHOOD, WHETHER by birth or adoption, is a universally defining event for women, setting a new tone for all that follows. The known world abruptly expands to include a love so fierce and so big a woman transforms under its spell. And with this profound shift inevitably comes an avalanche of new themes to explore, and stories to tell.

Literature has long celebrated images of the selfless, doting maternal figure and the crafty, conniving matriarch infused with her own power. Only in the past few decades have the voices of real mothers, from real families, emerged to describe, analyze, reflect on, and expose the triumphs and challenges of the job. From the humor columns of Erma Bombeck in the 1960s to the self-probing personal essays of Joyce Maynard and Anna Quindlen in the 1980s, Anne Lamott’s groundbreaking 1993 memoir about her son’s first year, Operating Instructions, and present-day memoirs by authors such as Beth Kephart, Ayun Halliday, and Rachel Cusk, mothers’ stories find widespread, receptive audiences. Slowly, they’re making the cultural migration from  “Parenting” and “Women’s Issues” shelves to the gender-neutral “Essays,” “Memoir,” and “Biography,” where they rightfully belong. For these are not “women’s” stories being told; they are cultural stories, human stories, sharing details and reflections about the most fundamental family relationships and, in the process, revealing how our next generation is being raised.

Turning personal experience into readable prose is a daunting process for anyone, and carving out the time to do so isn’t easy with a house full of short people in need of constant attention. In Use Your Words, Kate Hopper offers a practical and accessible road map for any mother who’d like to get started. Part instructor, part motivator, part best friend, Kate guides mother-writers from idea through finished product, offering encouragement and hard-earned wisdom along the way. She intersperses poems, essays, and short memoirs by known writers such as Cecelie S. Berry, Judith Ortiz Cofer, and Chitra Divakaruni—and emerging writers from The Loft Literary Center in Minneapolis—with passages about the craft of writing, and ends each chapter with helpful short exercises for readers to try at home. Any mother who picks it up and follows the carefully planned instructions will be able to call herself a mother-writer by the final page.

It’s rare for a book about writing to strike such a perfect balance between instruction and example, while offering inspiration and practical advice at the same time. But then we mothers are pros at multitasking. So while the kids are sleeping, off at school, or otherwise occupied, open your laptop. Pick up your pen. Your stories are waiting to be told.

 



Hope Edelman 
Author of the international bestseller The Possibility of Everything







INTRODUCTION

WHY USE YOUR WORDS?


WHEN I WAS SEVEN MONTHS PREGNANT WITH MY first daughter, Stella, and just beginning the third year of the MFA program in creative writing at the University of Minnesota, I became suddenly and severely ill with preeclampsia, a disease that affects 5–8 percent of all pregnancies and is responsible for over 77,000 maternal deaths worldwide every year. My daughter was born via C-section almost eight weeks early, and she spent four weeks in the neonatal intensive care unit (NICU). While she was hospitalized, growing and learning to breathe and eat, she went into respiratory distress, developed jaundice, anemia, a bowel obstruction, a Grade 1 intraventricular hemorrhage, and sepsis, a systemic blood infection which occurred when the IV line in her arm pulled loose from its vein and filled her tiny shoulder with fluid. She recovered from each of these, and after a month, when she still weighed less than four and a half pounds, we took her home. But because of her immature immune system and the fact  that it was cold-and-flu season in Minnesota, we couldn’t take her out in public. I withdrew from graduate school and spent five long months inside with my fragile daughter: I walked my fussy infant around our dining room table for hours and hours each day; I attempted, unsuccessfully, to nurse her; I passed the weeks in an exhausted daze, unable to get my mind around the ways my life had changed. And for the first time in my life, I felt desperate for words, for some way to express the changes I was undergoing as an isolated new mother.

Stella was five months old when I finally began to write again. I went to the coffee shop by our house one evening and pulled out paper and a pen. But instead of returning to the half-finished pieces I had been writing before Stella’s birth, I started to write about the single most life-changing experience of my life: becoming a mother. I began with an image: my daughter, writhing on white blankets, beamed from the NICU into the television set in my hospital room days after she was born. As soon as that image was down on paper, other images followed. After an hour, there were tears in my eyes, and words covering the page. And for the first time since my daughter was born, the world felt a little bigger, and I felt a little less alone. Just getting those memories down on paper made me feel lighter.

In the following weeks, I continued to write about Stella’s birth and hospitalization, and with each passing month, I felt healthier and more grounded; I was doing the only thing I knew how to do to make sense of what happened to me, to us—I was writing again.

When I returned to school in the fall, this writing became my thesis and later a completed manuscript. But when I began to talk about my new project, I encountered a number of raised eyebrows and glazed eyes. One person even said, “Oh, you’re writing about your baby? How, um, sweet.” I began to realize that some people were not taking my writing seriously because my subject matter had to do with motherhood. They didn’t seem to think it was a subject worthy of real literature.

When you say you’re writing about “motherhood” some people assume that the story—if indeed there is any story at all—will  consist only of sleepless nights, diaper changes, nursing debacles, and tantruming toddlers. They assume if they opened your book they would be sucked into the minutiae of daily life with children.

This reminds me of something that poet Deborah Garrison said when I interviewed her a few years ago, after her second collection of poetry, The Second Child, was published. I asked whether responses to this collection differed from responses to her first collection, Working Girl, and she said, “I think that motherhood as a subject can blind people. They are distracted by it—they have ideas about what motherhood poetry should or shouldn’t be—and sometimes they can’t get past this to really see the way a poem was constructed.”

So even while I was writing the first draft of my memoir, I knew I was involved in an uphill battle to get it taken seriously. But this was a book I was passionate about writing, one I felt deserved to be out in the world. My solution was to keep writing, and also to develop a creative nonfiction class for women interested in writing about their experiences as mothers. I wanted to create a place where women could give written expression to their lives as mothers, where motherhood writing would be taken seriously as art, where it would be supported and critiqued. I also started a blog on which I began promoting and reviewing motherhood literature and interviewing authors.

Through my blog and teaching I discovered exactly what I expected: women—mothers—crafting memoirs and essays dealing with issues of identity, loss and longing, neurosis and fear, ambivalence and joy. I found stories about transformation and how the authors see themselves in relation to the world in which they live. Last time I checked, this was the stuff of which real literature was made.

Reading about other mothers’ lives and experiences has expanded my world. To be able to walk in someone else’s shoes, whether it’s for a moment or an hour or a few days, is an incredible gift. I have gained insight into parenting and the human experience.

The stories I’ve read and listened to have ranged from light and funny to heartbreaking, and there is room for all of these stories as a  part of motherhood literature.

In the introduction to their anthology Mothers: Twenty Stories of Contemporary Motherhood, Kathleen Hirsch and Katrina Kenison write, “It takes courage to write about motherhood in a culture that sets women with children on the sidelines, and it takes even greater courage to give voice to the powerful emotions and fears that swirl deep beneath the surface of our daily lives, informing and shaping our relationships with our children and the world at large.”

We all have stories to tell. Whether we tell these stories is another question. It does take courage to write about motherhood, to explore writing about our children and our roles as mothers, to “give voice to the emotions and fears that swirl deep beneath the surface” of our daily lives.

I hope this book will help give you the courage to get your mother stories down on paper. How often have you said, “Use your words!” to your children? How often have you heard other parents utter that phrase? Now it’s your turn. I designed this book to help guide you on your journey as a mother writer and help you find the most effective way to tell the stories you need to tell.




How to Use This Book 

Each chapter focuses on an aspect of craft—character, voice, structure, and so on—or a topic specific to mother writers, and builds on what was discussed in the previous chapters, using the writing of a wide range of mother writers as examples. The readings, writing instruction, and writing exercises included in each chapter are intended to be jumping-off points for your own writing. I encourage you to move through the book at your own pace. Take time to reflect on the readings and try one of the writing exercises before you move on to the next chapter.

Not all of the pieces used in the book will resonate with you, and that’s OK. But try to identify what about the piece worked or didn’t work for you. Identifying the “why” will help you with your own writing. The reading questions (in the Appendix) might be helpful as  you think about how certain pieces are crafted.

Writing exercises are embedded in each chapter. There are also additional writing prompts in the Appendix if you feel you need more. You may also find that there is a line or an idea in one of the essays or poems that sparks your interest and sends you to your notebook or computer. Go where you’re drawn. This is your writing.

My hope is that you will get started on a number of pieces as you work your way through this book, and that when you finish it, you will have enough momentum to keep going. It’s wonderful if you can write a little bit each week, but I don’t believe you need to write every day to be a writer, and as a mother, I know that writing can be difficult to fit into your day. But as you begin this journey as a mother writer, think about when and where you can squeeze writing into your life. Maybe you have one hour every Friday morning. Maybe you have 20 minutes three times a week as you wait to pick up your children from preschool or soccer practice. If you work outside the home, maybe you can go somewhere quiet on your lunch break and write twice a week. Be realistic about planning your writing time and be flexible. If you miss a day or a week, don’t worry; there’s always tomorrow.

Flannery O’Connor said, “I write to discover what I know.” I agree. Writing is an act of discovery. Taking the time to sit down with pen and paper (or a laptop) can give you the space you need to discover what you think about the transformations inherent in motherhood. The more you write, the more you will understand what you know. So grab a cup of coffee or herbal tea (or a glass of wine!), find a quiet (or not so quiet) place to sit, and join me on this mother-writing journey.






CHAPTER 1

GETTING STARTED


THE DAY I WAS DISCHARGED FROM THE HOSPITAL after Stella was born, I stood over the warming table where my daughter lay baking under phototherapy lights and I began to sob, “This isn’t fair. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.” The nurse on duty patted me on the shoulder and said, “I know, but this is your birth story, and you need to accept it.”

The only way I was able to do this—to accept our birth story and the trauma associated with it—was to write. And in writing our story, I was able to let go of it so I could focus on the important work of mothering my daughter.

But where to begin? It can be daunting to sit with a new document open on your computer screen. The blinking cursor seems to be saying think faster, think faster! Even a blank piece of paper is enough to make many a writer decide it’s time—right this minute—to rearrange the spice cupboard or iron their underwear.

I think the easiest place to begin writing your mother stories is with a detail, an image. It was with one or two sensory details that I began  writing my memoir: the image of my daughter writhing on a blanket on her open warming bed; the sickly-sweet smell of the NICU. These are the details that helped me dive into my narrative.

Concrete, sensory details are details that arise from our senses: sound, taste, smell, touch, sight. These are the details that allow us to step into an author’s world, to feel as though we are walking in her shoes.

When I wrote about the first time I saw Stella in the NICU two days after she was born, I could have written: “I stare down at my tiny baby and feel sick to my stomach.” Instead, I wrote this:
I look down at her, and my stomach or chest—something in my center—tightens. A white ventilator is taped over her mouth, scrawny legs are splayed like a frog’s, goggles cover her eyes, purple veins track across her skull like a spider web.

I take a deep breath. This cannot be my baby. This is not how it’s supposed to happen. I look up, around the large room: nurses hovering over incubators, monitors beeping, alarms sounding. Through the windows at the end of the room the sky is blue, bright fall blue. How can that be? How can my baby be here, in this place? How can the sun be shining outside?






The line, “I stare down at my tiny baby and feel sick to my stomach,” is a summary-type sentence that would have done little to draw the reader into the scene. In contrast, the paragraphs above describe my daughter, the NICU, and my in-the-moment reactions. I hope these paragraphs allow the reader to enter the NICU and stand with me over the frame of my tiny daughter. I must assume that most readers haven’t had a premature baby, and it’s my job as a writer to ground my writing with enough detail so a reader can experience at least a little of that world.

Using concrete sensory details in your writing is an effective way to draw readers into your scene and story. Chitra Divakaruni does just this in the following essay: 
Common Scents

It’s a cool December morning halfway across the world in Gurap, a little village outside Calcutta where we’ve come to visit my mother. I sit on the veranda and watch my little boys, Anand and Abhay, as they play on the dirt road. They have a new cricket bat and ball, a gift from their grandma, but soon they abandon these to feed mango leaves to the neighbor’s goat, which has wandered over. Abhay, who is 2, wants to climb onto the goat’s back. Anand, who is 5 and very much the big brother, tells him it’s not a good idea, but Abhay doesn’t listen.

Behind me the door opens. Even before I hear the flap-flap of her leather chappals, I know who it is. My mother, fresh from her bath, heralded by the scent of the sandalwood soap she has been using ever since I can remember. Its clean, familiar smell pulls me back effortlessly into my childhood.

When I was young, my mother and I had a ritual every evening. She would comb my hair, rub in hibiscus oil and braid it into thick double plaits. It took a long time—there were a lot of knots to work through. But I was rarely impatient. I loved the sleepy fragrance of the oil (the same oil she used, which she sometimes let me rub into her hair). I loved, too, the rhythm of her hands, and the stories (each with its not-so-subtle moral) that she told me as she combed. The tale of Sukhu and Dukhu, the two sisters. The kind one gets the prince, the greedy one is eaten up by a serpent. Or the tale of the little cowherd boy who outwits the evil witch. Size and strength, after all, are no match for intelligence.

What is it about smells that lingers in our subconscious, comforting and giving joy, making real what would otherwise be wooden and wordy? I’m not sure. But I do know this: Every lesson that I remember from my childhood, from my mother, has a smell at its center.

The smell of turmeric, which she made into a paste with milk  and rubbed into my skin to take away blemishes, reminds me to take pride in my appearance, to make the best of what nature has given me.

The smell of the rosewater-scented rice pudding she always made for New Year is the smell of hope. It reminds me to never give up. Who knows—something marvelous may be waiting just around the bend.

Even the smell of the iodine she dabbed on my scraped knees and elbows, which I so hated then, is one I now recall with wry gratitude. Its stinging, bitter-brown odor is that of love, love that sometimes hurts while it’s doing its job.

Let me not mislead you. I wasn’t always so positively inclined toward my mother’s lessons—or the smells that accompanied them. When I first moved to the United States, I wanted to change myself, completely. I washed every last drop of hibiscus oil from my hair with Vidal Sassoon shampoo. I traded in my saris for Levi’s and tank tops. I danced the night away in discos and returned home in the bleary-eyed morning smelling of vodka and sweat and cigarettes, the perfume of young America.

But when Anand was born, something changed. They say you begin to understand your mother only when you become a mother yourself. Only then do you appreciate all the little things about her that you took for granted. Maybe that’s true. Otherwise, that morning in the hospital, looking down at Anand’s fuzzy head, why did I ask my husband to make a trip to the Indian store and bring me back a bar of sandalwood soap?

I have my own rituals now, with my boys, my own special smells that are quite different. (I learned early that we can’t be our mothers. Most times, it’s better to not even try.)

On weekends I make a big chicken curry with turmeric and cloves. Anand helps me cut up the tomatoes into uneven wedges; Abhay finger-shreds the cilantro with great glee. As the smell of spices fills the house, we sing. Sometimes it’s a song from India:  Ay, ay, Chanda mama—Come to me, Uncle Moon. Sometimes it’s “Old MacDonald Had a Farm.”

When the children are sick, I sprinkle lavender water on a handkerchief and lay it on their foreheads to fend off that other smell, hot and metallic: the smell of fever and fear.

If I have a special event coming up, I open the suitcase my mother gave me at my wedding and let them pick out an outfit for me, maybe a gold-embroidered kurta or a silk shawl. The suitcase smells of rose potpourri. The boys burrow into it and take deep, noisy breaths.

Am I creating memories for them? Things that will comfort them in the dark, sour moments that must come to us all at some time? Who knows—there is so much out of my own childhood that I’ve forgotten that I can only hope so.

“Watch out!” says my mother now, but it’s too late. The goat, having eaten enough mango leaves, has decided to move on. He gives a great shrug, and Abhay comes tumbling off his back. He lies on the dirt for a moment, his mouth a perfect O of surprise, then runs crying to me. A twinge goes through me even as I hide my smile. A new lesson, this, since motherhood: how you can feel someone else’s pain so sharply, like needles, in your own bones.

When I pick him up, Abhay buries his face in my neck and stays there a long time, even after the tears have stopped. Is he taking in the smell of my body? Is he going to remember the fragrance of the jabakusum oil that I asked my mother to rub into my hair last night, for old time’s sake? I’m not sure. But I do know this—I’ve just gained something new, something to add to my scent-shop of memories: the dusty, hot smell of his hair, his hands pungent with the odor of freshly torn mango leaves.





Divakaruni allows us to enter a world that might be unfamiliar to us by grounding her writing in the senses. This ability to transport the reader, to open a world that would otherwise be foreign, lies in the use of concrete, sensory details: bat and ball, goat and mango leaves, the sound of her mother’s chappals flapping on the floor.

Divakaruni is able to cover a lot of ground in this short piece because of how she structures it (a topic we’ll revisit later in the book). The stage of the piece is her visit to see her mother in Gurap. This is where she begins and ends the piece—it’s where the physical action of the piece is taking place. But within that frame, Divakaruni takes us back to her own childhood and the smells she associates with it. She takes us to New York, where as a college student she spends her nights dancing, returning home “smelling of vodka and sweat and cigarettes, the perfume of young America.” Then we move to the hospital when she becomes a mother herself, and to the rituals she is creating for her own sons. Then we are back in Gurap, watching Abhay fall from the goat. She is able to move around so much in time by staying focused on the topic at hand—scents—and by grounding her writing in detail.

For me, this piece is about love—Divakaruni’s love for her mother and her sons and their love for her. We know exactly how she feels, but notice that she never uses the phrase “I felt…” She doesn’t need to, because we understand how she feels through her use of details, which, as Divakaruni says in the piece, “make real what would otherwise be wooden and wordy.”

Being concrete is especially important when we’re writing about babies and children because it keeps our writing from becoming sentimental. We want to convey emotion and experience, but still make our writing real enough so that someone else can step into the world we create on the page. Whenever you find yourself using abstract words—those slippery concepts like love, hate, joy—stop and instead try to convey emotion through details.




PUTTING PEN TO PAPER—APPROACHING THE WRITING EXERCISES 

There are a couple of different ways to approach the writing exercises in this book. You can free-write or list or cluster. It doesn’t matter how your words get onto paper or your computer; just get them down. I’ll describe these different approaches below, but the thing to remember with each method is to turn off your internal editor. Suppressing that censorious voice will allow your mind to make associations and discoveries. Don’t worry about spelling or grammar or who might someday read what you’re writing. You don’t need to show it to anyone. It’s yours alone.


Free-writing 

To free-write, you may want to set a timer for 15 to 20 minutes and write anything that comes to mind from an exercise or a reading. Do this without stopping, without deleting, without second-guessing yourself. I call this vomiting, which is my way to trick myself into not censoring or editing. Whatever comes out, comes out.


Clustering 

This is the same idea as free-writing, but the writing comes out in a different form. This is a free-association process that can help you get started or become unstuck if you hit a wall with your writing. Start with a word in the center of your page and circle it. From there, let your mind wander, and jot down other words or phrases until you have a tree of circled words. (See the Appendix for a visual representation.) Once you have clustered around a topic, you may want to choose one thing from your cluster on which to free-write.


Listing 

This approach is similar to clustering, but instead of creating a tree of words, you are making lists. Pick a topic and make a list of any related  ideas, words, or memories that pop into your mind. When you’ve completed a list on a certain topic, go back to it and choose one of the words or memories and expand on it with a free-write or another list. For instance, early in the process of writing my memoir, I made lists of details I didn’t want to forget from Stella’s stay in the hospital: the wall of photos of NICU graduates that led to the NICU, the way the afternoon light slanted through the blinds in the nursery in the days before Stella was discharged. Let your mind wander and see what happens.


WRITING EXERCISE: SENSORY DETAILS AS A WAY TO BEGIN

[image: 002]

As Divakaruni showed us, focusing on a sensory detail can help you find a way into your writing, into the story you need to tell. Now it’s your turn: Think about the time when your child (or one of your children) was born, when she first arrived home, or even before she was born. If you adopted your child, maybe you want to focus on the first time you saw her photo. Is there a certain smell, sound, taste, texture, or picture that comes to mind? Start with that. Write it down. What other concrete details do you remember? Let your mind wander. Jump from image to image. Try to use as many sensory, concrete details as you can. Don’t pick up your pen—just keep moving it across the paper—and don’t worry about grammar or spelling.

If those early days and months feel too far removed, choose another period in your child’s life that seemed particularly vivid to you, and begin writing details from that time.





WRITING EXERCISE:  AMBUSHED BY A SMELL


[image: 003]

The summer after my freshman year in college I worked for a large adhesive-manufacturing company. (I know. I know. It was actually that summer that made me realize I did not, in fact, want to be a chemist. I spent my lunch breaks sitting outside on the manicured lawn reading Hemingway.) Anyway, the building where I had to perform my adhesive tests had a distinctive smell—an odd combination of chemicals and adhesive and burnt rubber. I was around this smell all summer, and I actually grew to enjoy it, but because I decided to go into the humanities rather than the sciences, I didn’t smell it again for years. Then, one day in my mid-thirties while walking down the street, I took a deep breath and there it was. I had no idea where it was coming from, but I was suddenly 19 years old again, carefully lining up adhesive strips on metal plates.

Our sense of smell is the sense most closely associated with memory, and it has the power to transport us to another time. Some of my students have described being ambushed by smells that yank them back into their childhood: cigar smoke took one student back to her grandfather’s living room; walking past a boxwood shrub took another student to her grandmother’s garden. Make a list of smells that have the power to transport you to another time. Choose one smell and describe it in as much detail as possible. Then describe the memories and emotions that this smell evokes.




A Moment in Time 

One thing that often leads us to write about our children is a need not to forget. Time goes so quickly, and suddenly our children are no longer fussy infants; they are building rockets in the living room out of cardboard and tinfoil; they are writing notes on their bedroom doors telling everyone to “KEEP OUT!” The years pass so fast (even when certain days seem to be without end). The following poem by Linda Lee Crosfield captures the bittersweet feeling of the passing years, of needing to let her son go out into the world:
Packing the Car

he packs the car with memories 
his, not mine 
in crates and boxes he takes 
from the house like evidence 
removed from the scene of a crime

 



I watch as he stands back 
surveys his work 
his eyes narrow 
and he leans into the car 
adjusts a box this way 
turns another on its side 
making everything fit 
making room for just one more

 



as I watch him I remember 
the first jigsaw puzzle we did together 
I kept putting his hand on the right piece 
showing him how best to place it 
here

 



or here 
until he frowned and said 
he could do it himself 
and did

 



I stand aside 
watch helplessly 
as books stream from shelves 
into boxes, out the door 
and I envy them their invitation 
to accompany him on this journey 
to the rest of his life

 



gradually I’ll notice little things 
the phone will stop being for him 
there’ll be one less toothbrush 
by the bathroom sink 
and milk will last longer than a day

 



but right now 
the dog who’s famous 
for her big brown eyes 
closes them tight 
when he says goodbye 
and her tail droops 
lower than my heart 
as tires crunch 
against the gravel in the driveway 
and he drives off 
into the late summer morn





Like Divakaruni, Crosfield grounds us clearly in the stage of the poem, which takes place in the “now” of her watching her son pack for college. But I love how the past—helping that tiny version of her son with the puzzle—intrudes into the poem as well. And because she grounds us in the stage of the poem, she is also able to move forward and give us a glimpse of what her life will look like when he is gone.

One way to capture certain moments in your children’s lives—memorializing them—is to write them down now, while they’re still fresh in your mind. When I discussed this desire with Deborah Garrison a few years ago, she said:
For me, the impulse for a poem arises out of a specific moment. It happens organically, but it’s interesting because writing poetry is a way to chronicle some of the moments of my life and my children’s lives. My youngest is now almost five, so when I look at some of the poems in The Second Child, I think, Oh, that’s how it felt to nurse my son. It’s amazing how much we do forget as parents. So by writing poetry, I am, in fact, fixing these moments in time so that they don’t disappear altogether.





I think this is a powerful impulse for parents, for mothers—let us not forget—and it’s interesting to contemplate how this idea works in our writing. What are the moments and memories that you don’t want to forget?


WRITING EXERCISE: A MOMENT IN TIME

[image: 004]

Think of a moment with your child or children that you do not want to forget. Write for 15 minutes and try to incorporate as many sensory, concrete details as you can. Where are you? What does the room look like? What are you doing? Be as physical in your descriptions as possible.




WRITING EXERCISE: LOOKING BACK

[image: 005]

Crosfield brings the memory of working a puzzle with her son into the present action of her poem. If you have older children, what memories intrude on your “now” with your children? Do you have trouble reconciling who they are now with who they were as small children? Make a list of memories from when your children were young. Then describe a current scene with one of your children. How do the past versions of your children interact with how you see them now?








CHAPTER 2

CREATIVE NONFICTION AND MOTHERHOOD


CREATIVE NONFICTION IS THE UMBRELLA TERM under which you can place memoir, personal essays, autobiography, collage, literary journalism, and lyric essays, to name a few. One of the things I love about it is that it’s an open genre; it shifts and changes, and there is always room for new subgenres under that umbrella.

In his essay “Toward a Definition of Creative Nonfiction” from The Fourth Genre: Contemporary Writers of/on Creative Nonfiction, Bret Lott says, “We can no more understand what creative nonfiction is by trying to define it than we can learn how to ride a bike by looking at a bicycle tire, a set of handlebars, the bicycle chain itself.” You must come to your definition experientially. The more you write creative nonfiction, the better sense you will have about what it is and what it is capable of doing.

The types of creative nonfiction I focus on in this book are memoir and personal essays—writing that uses the author’s life to say something about the world in which she lives. Both of these forms use the techniques of poetry and fiction, such as lyrical language, metaphor, character development, scene, and dialogue. Both forms also often contain the following: reflection, an apparent subject and a deeper subject, attention to craft, and universal themes.

 



Reflection

Reflection is the author making sense of what she’s experiencing; she is thinking on the page, trying to process and make sense of her lived experiences. She is struggling for honesty and searching for meaning. The inclusion of you—the writer, the narrator—in your writing is one of the things that makes a piece of writing memoir. This is important to keep in mind when we’re writing about our children. Bret Lott says that creative nonfiction is “writing about oneself in relation to the subject at hand.” Sometimes we think we’re writing an essay about our children, and indeed, they provide the situation. But ultimately, I think you’ll find that most often you are writing about you in relation to your children. Or you are simply using motherhood as a lens to talk about something larger. (We’ll discuss reflection in depth in Chapter 9.)

 



An apparent subject and a deeper subject

Vivian Gornick, in her book A Situation and a Story: The Art of Personal Narrative, says that “every work of literature has both a situation and a story. The situation is the context or circumstance, sometimes the plot; the story is the emotional experience that preoccupies the writer.” The story is what the piece of writing is really about.

For instance, my memoir is about Stella’s premature birth, but that’s merely the situation of the book. The real story is about navigating the dark side of motherhood and learning to live with uncertainty. It’s a story of faith, friendship, family, and the power of narrative to connect us to one another.

 



Attention to craft

There is attention to language, character development, dialogue, place, metaphor, and structure. I want concrete sensory details; I want to be able to see and hear the characters you’re writing about; I want to have a sense of place.

 



Universal themes

Regardless of the story you’re telling, there is some universal aspect to it, something to which readers can relate even if their stories are completely different from your own. One of my students remarked that sometimes our stories feel so exceptional that it’s challenging to see beyond our experiences and find the universal themes that will resonate with readers. I agree, and this is why it’s important to identify the deeper subject in our writing. When we are able to articulate the real story in our writing, we automatically find ourselves pushing toward universals. (Often the universals are already there, but they might not be fully realized on the page yet.)

 



The story in memoir is often about a shift in perspective. What change did the narrator undergo as a result of these events? What does she understand about her life now? It is not a “this happened and then this happened” kind of writing. William Zinsser, author of On Writing Well: The Classic Guide to Writing Nonfiction, says, “Unlike autobiography, which moves in a dutiful line from birth to fame, memoir narrows the lens, focusing on a time in the writer’s life that was unusually vivid, such as childhood or adolescence, or that was framed by war or public service or some other special circumstance.”

Motherhood is exactly the kind of “special circumstance” that lends itself to memoir. It is a time of transition and sometimes a period of intense identity struggle: Who am I if I spend all day shirtless, trying to nurse a colicky baby? What happened to my former life, my former self? How do I balance my own needs with those of my family?

I am drawn to all kinds of motherhood memoirs because I am interested in the different ways that women process the challenges and joys of motherhood, and how they write about life in general through their mother eyes. Debra Gwartney, author of Live Through This: A Mother’s Memoir of Runaway Daughters and Reclaimed Love, says, “A well-written book [about motherhood] is going to say something profound about the human condition, and we need to hear the voices of women who can express the plight we’re all in as humans.”




WRITING AS AN ACT OF DISCOVERY 

I’d like to return to the Flannery O’Connor quote from the Introduction: “I write to discover what I know.” As you begin work on the writing exercises, you may come up against the failings of your memory. We must work our way through our memories when we write. We question, we wonder, and hopefully in the end we realize what we need to say.

As you begin to write, don’t expect the stories of your pieces to be fleshed out yet. You might have simply a glimmer of the true story. This is where you should be when you’re writing a first draft. In her essay “Memory and Imagination,” Patricia Hampl says that a first draft is a first draft because “I haven’t yet gotten to know it, haven’t given it a chance to tell me anything.” Sometimes we have an idea about what we want to write. Maybe we sit down and write diligently. We finish the piece and go back to work on grammar and language. But the piece doesn’t ring true; there’s still something missing. This often happens because, Hampl says, the piece “hasn’t yet found its subject; it isn’t yet about what it wants to be about. Note: What it wants, not what I want.” You can help your pieces be what they need to be by asking: What is the heart of this piece? If you can’t yet tell what this the piece is about, ask: What are the most interesting parts of the piece? Where do the possibilities lie? Where do I need more writing?




YOUR VERSION OF THE TRUTH 

When I pick up a memoir, I trust that the writer has written her truth to the best of her ability. And I mean her truth, not a capital-T truth. You will remember events differently than the other people in your life do, even if they experienced the same events. Each of these versions is valid because memoir is about the relationship between the subject (what happened) and the narrator. That is where the story lies. But it is also possible to interrogate the reliability of our memories as we write and in our writing. Notice how Jill Christman does this in the following essay:
Three Takes on a Jump

Take One

I am five. We live on an island off the coast of Massachusetts and I want to jump off the roof of our one-story house and into the sand. My mother’s boyfriend, a deep-sea fisherman by the name of Captain Bill with red hair and a boat named after my mother, says no, I may not jump off the roof. From here, the golden sand looks deceptively soft. Like a pillow. Almost springy. I am five and I want to jump.

This is a favorite story from the maritime era of our family history—right up there with the half-roasted turkey flying from the oven on Captain Bill’s boat and sliding around the pitching galley like a greased pig and the lobsters knotted onto the Christmas tree by a nautical Santa. (I claim the lobsters were alive—shimmying crustaceans! salty elves!—but everybody else says boiled. Were they red? I cannot remember. I remember their wiggling claws shaking the branches.)

Like the turkey and the lobsters, the house-jumping story has been told and retold until everybody is sure of the details, the way  it all went down. Today, I am not so sure. Sitting around a picnic table thirty years after the fact, I mention to my partially assembled family that there’s a thing called “shareability”—the reason we all know the details of the jumping story is because we’ve been refining the script for years, sharing the story. The story we think we know has more to do with the telling, and retelling, than it does with memory. In other words, ours is a corroborative tale produced with all the witnesses in the same room—except, in this case, I realize I was the only one who was there, the only actual witness, and the story I’m hearing might not be the one I remember. It’s called shareability, I say. For this piece of psychological trivia, I am eyed skeptically over the lips of beer bottles.

Everybody knows the person who makes up stories in this family and it’s sure not them. I’m the hero in the shared version so I should just let it rest, let it fly, but in my line of work, these things matter, and all I’m saying is we need to look into the gaps here. For example, what am I doing on the roof in the first place? What fool let a five-year-old climb a ladder, scale the warm, black shingles, peer down into the sand and consider jumping? How did I get there? I am five!
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