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INTRODUCTION


Therein Lies the Magic


Over the many years we’ve been teaching memoir writing—during which Linda Joy has written two of her own memoirs and Brooke has edited and published upward of three hundred memoirs—we’ve encountered three s’s that waylay writers on the way to writing their truths: secrets, silence, and shame. We know and have witnessed how important it is for writers to encircle and defeat this triumvirate if they are to free themselves to write what must be written, if they are to act as witnesses to and historians of the lives they have lived and the insights they want to share.


Why would anyone willingly go through this? It’s a question we encounter often, and one most memoirists ask themselves. The great Mary Karr, in an interview with Brooke in September 2015, stated with complete conviction in response to the question of whether she would advise her own students to pursue memoir, “I say if you don’t really have to do this, if you can live a happy life . . .”


The audience laughed, but Mary was serious, and many writers of memoir understand her assertion. They would not be writing their stories if they did not feel called to, if they felt they could possibly avoid it, if they didn’t absolutely have to. Because we’ve taught and coached so many students over the years, we know how deep this need, this compulsion, this drive really is.


For Linda Joy, who’s been teaching memoir for nearly twenty years and has written five books, two memoirs and three how-to books, the siren song of the three s’s has forced her to encounter them again and again, pushing her to grow beyond these dark forces. As a therapist, she knows how secrets and shame create silence, and she respects how hard it is for people to reveal their hidden stories.


Brooke, who’s been working with memoirists since 2004 as a coach, editor, and publisher, has witnessed firsthand how insidious the three s’s can be. Exposing one’s full self is an exercise in extreme vulnerability, and even writers who come to the page with a take-no-prisoners attitude, who feel ready to risk everything for the truth and their art, encounter shame. In fact, there’s not a single memoirist Brooke has encountered—including high-profile and acclaimed authors—who hasn’t brushed up against some fear when it comes to sharing and revealing things about themselves, their family members, their past, their desires and longings, their shortcomings and insecurities.


We live in a shame-bound culture, a culture that tries to paint a happy face over the many soul-stirring struggles that are a part of our lived experience. We may have stories that our friends and relatives don’t know—or don’t want to know—about dysfunctional families, abuse, addictions, loss, and the kind of suffering that ensues as a result of what we’ve lived through. Some of us have been told to keep secrets to protect others and ourselves. This level of conditioning not to tell vibrates at a cellular level, and therefore it’s no small feat to interrupt a frequency we’ve been attuned to our entire lives.


Of course, not all stories contain dysfunction and darkness. Your particular struggle may reflect a more subtle shame. Perhaps you worry about exposing someone you love for the less-than-perfect human being they actually are or were. Perhaps, in order to be authentic in your memoir, you’re being called to share the truth of your own striving and failure to be perfect. Maybe you have been a flawed parent, or an unfaithful spouse, or mean-spirited toward others in their times of need. None of these behaviors is uncommon, or even something we’d condemn in others, but exposing ourselves on the page for who we truly are means coming to terms with the unseemly sides of our human experience.


Those memoirists who refuse to delve into the darkness, or who insist that their story is nothing but a fairy-tale existence that anyone would envy, tend to uncover the family myths that perpetuated the fantasy in the first place once they begin to write. We all struggle; we’re all less than perfect. We can be kind to ourselves as we expose our own underbellies, but memoir is not memoir if we are unwilling to gaze well beyond our navels. True memoir emerges like a beast from the gut and the heart, and it’s the writer’s job to tame it, to get to know it, to dance with it—until it becomes a more palpable and ultimately beautiful creature that we feel prepared, if not totally ready, to share with the world.


It’s this experience of taming and shaping our own stories, of working through our shame and exploring the depths of our human experience, that brings us to another topic: transformation. As a therapist, Linda Joy has observed the magic moments when suddenly she has seen a light turn on in someone’s mind, when the “click” they experience because of a new insight has been nearly audible. For Brooke, those moments have been equally palpable when writers have had a shift in perception, when they have realized how to convey emotion in a way that’s universally resonant or why it matters that they synthesize their experience for the reader. These “click” moments are as powerful for writers as they will be for those authors’ future readers.


Memoir is a journey of the soul as much as a window into it. The writing of our personal stories is both an opportunity and a gift, and while writing itself may be solitary, many, if not most, new memoirists are drawn to write both for themselves and to share with others. The stories may belong to the writer, but the destiny of the memoir, by design, is to be released into the world. At that point, it ceases to be ours and instead belongs to our readers, existing for them to make sense of, to relate to, and to know they’re not alone.


Research has shown that writing helps to heal and reveal new layers of our consciousness. As this happens—as we allow our writing to lead us down the pathways our stories take—something amazing happens. We find ourselves writing words and sentences we had no intention of writing. We uncover things that we didn’t know were there. We may come face-to-face with an inner critic who tells us our writing isn’t good enough, but we also have moments of falling in love with our words. Through the storytelling, we relive the past, make new associations, and discover new ways of seeing ourselves. As our books progress, we continue to be in discovery mode, searching for more and deeper truths. Through this process, we reveal to ourselves surprising new aspects of our lives and illuminate our journeys, continuing to hold those things that will be universally resonant to our readers. We offer takeaways that keep the reader engaged, all the while delving more and more deeply into lessons and insights we didn’t know about before we started to write.


Poet and philosopher Mark Nepo has said that writing is the trail of our own inquiry and that he writes to learn what he does not know. For memoirists, this trail of inquiry is a dive into a deeper level of self-understanding. The journey of memoir affords us an opportunity to learn things about ourselves, to uncover tender truths that we perhaps didn’t fully own or understand before.


Writing a memoir is full of challenges, and looking for support and inspiration where you can find it is crucial. We hope you will discover both in these pages, and that the words of the writers included in this collection will help you to know that you’re not alone. Through their words, we hope you’ll discover connections that are ripe and ready for you to pluck and use and integrate into your own process. When we’re writing memoir, everything around us is potential inspiration for the journey. And therein lies the magic!


—Linda Joy Myers and Brooke Warner, 2016





WRITING THE SILENCE AWAY


Jill Kandel


I moved to Zambia in 1982, a bride of six weeks married to a blue-eyed boy from the Netherlands. We stayed six years. Stayed in a village that took me two full days of travel to reach. It began with a ten-hour bus ride west across Zambia and through the Kafue National Game Park.


Imagine this.


Imagine a twenty-six-year-old North Dakota girl getting off that dusty bus and carrying her suitcase down to a small, sandy harbor and finding a banana boat with a thirty-five-horsepower engine. Imagine her crawling onboard and situating herself on a wooden plank. There are no life vests, canopies, or cushions.


She sits on that wooden plank, sits in the blazing sun and through the rain and out into the sun again, as she travels deep into Lozi country, past herds of long-horned cattle, past women on the riverbank bathing their children, past thatch-hut villages where people look up at the sound of the engine and wave.


Ten hours later, the canoe stops at a bend in the river and she gets out, sunburned, wobbly, and stiff. She has arrived in Kalabo Village, where five languages befuddle her ear: SiLozi, Luvale, Nyengo, Mbunda, and Nkoya. She cannot tell one from the other.


This girl will spend her days boiling the germs out of the drinking water, finding enough food to survive, and washing all the clothes by hand in a sink that only dribbles cold water. She will live here for the next six years, give birth to two children in the village, and bury her best friend.


Imagine her becoming quieter and quieter. Imagine her losing more than her voice; she is losing her way. She arrives in Zambia a newlywed and leaves six years later as the mother of two children. After all those years, she is mostly sand and grit. She barely remembers who she was.


I am that girl. I know what it is like to be lost. I know what it is like to cover up and hide my own story. I know the hopelessness of trying to forget.


When we left Zambia, we spent a year in England and then three in Indonesia. After living abroad for ten years, we moved to North Dakota and closed the door on our expatriate life.


I expected to pick things up where I’d left off. But the girl that I had been no longer existed. I had left Zambia, but Zambia had not left me. Each night when I closed my eyes, my thoughts returned to Kalabo Village. And the nightmares began.


I joined a writers’ club with no specific intentions other than possibly writing some children’s books. We were a strange group of five, each one of us writing in a different genre, including fiction, nonfiction, Christian devotional, poetry, and horror. One night, the horror writer asked if I’d write something about my years in Africa. He thought it would be interesting. I didn’t. But the question bugged me. I vacillated between wanting to please the group and not wanting to open up the memories. In the end, I wrote a very short story about a snake, and the club loved it.


I was forty years old and realized I had a story to tell, but I didn’t know how. I applied to the Northwoods Writers Conference, at the University of Bemidji, and was accepted.


That conference opened my eyes to a whole new world. I’d never heard of a literary journal, didn’t know what creative nonfiction was, and had no idea how to move forward. My teacher gave me a list of journals to read, online publications to explore, and books to learn from. I went home after that five-day conference and spent the next two years reading every single item on the list. As I read, I wrote. And as I wrote, my writing improved.


Every year, I’d choose one writing conference, workshop, or convention to attend. My writing shaped itself into essays, and I began to learn about submitting: how, when, where, what. I amassed rejection letters like candy, accumulating just shy of one hundred, before I got my first acceptance letter from a literary journal. Oh, happy day!


Publication brought new challenges. My husband is still alive. We are still married. I like him. I found myself navigating the emotionally vulnerable place of needing to write and publish stories that he didn’t want friends knowing about, let alone strangers.


I wrote about the difficulties of cross-cultural marriage.


I wrote about the horrors of civil war, starvation, malnutrition, and traveling to remote villages that lacked water and food and seed.


I wrote about giving birth to my first daughter in Kalabo Village.


I wanted to be accurate, so I began to read through the hundreds of letters I’d written home, watched family movies, listened to cassette tapes. I heard, felt, saw, and smelled Zambia all over again.


And when I fell into bed each evening, I dreamed, Zambia fresh on my mind. A Zambian woman named Pity came to me every night for twenty years.


I close my eyes and Pity walks into my dream, wearing a threadbare chitengi, holding her newborn son. Her red-haired three-year-old stands beside her, clinging to her leg. His skin is patchy and white. His large belly seems out of place, but the lack of protein has weakened his abdominal muscles and they cannot hold his organs in. He’s slowly starving to death.


Pity’s firstborn daughter sits in the sand nearby. She is perhaps six or seven years old. Her eyes are milk-colored and staring. She tilts her head in the way blind children often do and stares into the void.


I look at them, this little family, and turn my eyes toward Pity.


She stands before me, barefoot and bone-weary.


We are the same height. Near the same age. Every night we look into each other’s eyes and I watch as the flies settle on her baby’s face. As the sores on her child’s legs weep.


My husband teaches farmers nearby. He stands tall and blond under the shadow of the mango tree, busy and talking, while I lock eyes with Pity.


I cannot look away. There is nothing I can say.


When I wake, my body sweating and hot, my arms flailing, brushing at the flies in the corners of my eyes, I am crying.


I am always crying when I dream.


And when I wake, I write.


My husband doesn’t understand the need to write. He loved Africa—his dream job. And my memories clearly baffle him.


“Your Africa was very different from my Africa,” he says one day. “If I wrote a book, it would be very different.”


Yes, it would be. His work significantly increased the rice production in Kalabo District. His work brought food and hand-irrigation equipment and seed and knowledge. His work brought hope and money to mothers so they could send their children to school. His work grew from a Dutch Volunteers position to a half-a-million-dollar Dutch embassy program.


His work.


I came home bitter from his work and long, long hours and all that blatant fortitude. I came home sick in body—bilharzia, hepatitis, giardia, dysentery—and sick in spirit. And words became my surgery—the cleaning out, the stripping away, and, later, the healing balm applied over the sutures.


Words rescued me.


They also upset me deeply.


Imagine this.


Imagine that you are in the passenger seat of a truck with your eighteen-month-old daughter playing finger games beside you. Your husband’s driving. Imagine slowing down to twenty miles per hour and pulling over to the opposite side of the road to pass the bus parked alongside. Imagine tall elephant grass, yellow and dry, taller than your vehicle. Imagine your truck shuddering, coming to a sudden stop, a girl lying in the road.


I had to write it. My husband said I couldn’t.


I wrote it anyway. He yelled. I cried. We stood, two hurting human beings, wounding each other again. And again.


She was twelve years old. We drove her to the hospital, her breathing awful and sporadic as she lay gasping for breath, held in the grandfather’s arms. We drove for thirty miles to the nearest hospital; the doctor wasn’t in.


She was twelve years old. I was six months pregnant with our second child. The doctor came, the police, the family. I played with my daughter. The hours passed. The day dragged on. The day a fog.


She lived twelve hours.


We still had a two-day journey to get home to Kalabo Village: one day on the black tarmac road across Western Province, and one more day to cross the floodplain, board the leaking pontoon, cross the Zambezi River, and drive on through the sand. Two days to drive, and not a word was spoken.


Writing is not for the faint of heart. I cannot tell you the courage it took to open that particular Pandora’s box.


I can tell you the words we flung at each other when I was done.


You can’t!


I have to!


Why don’t you just leave it alone?


How we wounded each other once again.


But this is what writing memoir did: it opened up long-closed silences between my husband and me. I’d write, he’d read, and a week or so later, we’d talk. We would talk about the Zambia that I had experienced and never known how to be honest about. We would talk about it and then repair to our own corners, licking our wounds. Then come back again and talk some more.


One day he said, “I didn’t know.”


And the truth is, he didn’t. I’d never really said.


Writing gave me this gift; I stopped hiding.


But even more than that, I started telling.


After fourteen years of writing and nine literary-journal publications, I completed the first draft of my book: a collection of essays nobody wanted to publish. Everyone in the writing world advised me to turn it into memoir. So I tore the essays apart and glued them together and created a bad memoir, with gaps and redundancies.


I tore it apart again, adding an emotional arc that bridged the book and gave it consistency, but it still seemed flat. Or missing something. A colleague and editor suggested I add another voice: the voice of experience. I’d written the whole book from the point of view of the young woman I had been, twenty-six years old, married six weeks to a man from the Netherlands. A journalistic-style book: I did this, then that, and—oh, yes—then we did this! It was both dramatic and boring.


Adding in the voice of experience changed the tone of the book. I added in the voice of myself now, looking back. Who was that young girl? What was she doing in Zambia? Why did she go? Did she accomplish anything?


Adding the reflective, older voice brought depth and contemplation. To do that, I had to go back to Zambia emotionally: back to the sand and the heat and the flies and the stench. Back to the desperate loneliness and an isolation that now seems incomprehensible to me. Letters took six weeks. There were no phones. How did I survive?


After I’d written most of the difficult memories out, something happened that surprised me completely. I remembered the color of the weaverbird nests. I remembered the blue-tongued lizard and the baby geckos falling in my bathtub with their cute, froglike, padded hands. I remembered my daughter carrying a newborn puppy tied to her back, like any other African mama. I remember her first, teeny blond pigtail tied up with a pink satin ribbon.


When I’d stuffed and hidden all my negative memories, I’d hidden the beautiful ones, too. You can’t stuff selectively. Writing brought Africa back to me in a new way: it brought back the beauty.


And then, after I’d written out so much pain and so much joy, all of it falling onto the page three or four or five hours a day, I got up one morning and sat down to write, and my hands sat still on the keyboard. I didn’t have a thing to say.


I’d written it all out.


And you’d think that would be magic enough, and it was, but it wasn’t all.


That night when I went to bed, I didn’t have a nightmare. I couldn’t believe the relief. Pity stayed in her grave. I have never dreamed of Africa since that day.


The memoir is written, the nightmares stopped. What a powerful thing creation is. And you think this is enough. And it is. But, again, it is not all.


I spent the next year looking for an agent, a publisher, entering contests, shopping my manuscript around. I became a grandmother. And the night after my first grandson was born, I come home at midnight to an e-mail.


“Call me. I have some information that might interest you.” It’s from Michel Simms at Autumn House Press, and I am sure he does not want me to call him at midnight.


Imagine this.


Imagine a woman sitting with a cell phone in her hand, listening to it ring. She’s dazzled over the birth of her first grand-baby, still feels the gentle weight of him in her arms, still smells his baby skin and the feel of his silky hair across her lips. The cell phone shakes slightly in her hand, and a deep voice tells her, “We want to publish your manuscript. It won first place.”


Imagine this woman’s sharp inhale and how she has to ask him to repeat himself, twice.


Imagine her, a woman who has lived on four of this earth’s seven continents, sitting in a 1960s rambler in a small town in Minnesota. She can’t stop smiling. She won’t be able to sleep for the next forty-eight hours.


Writing changed my life. Writing brought understanding to ten years of silence. Writing gave me power, and I want to pass on that power. For three years, I’ve been teaching journal writing to female inmates at a local county jail. We talk about losing our voices as women, about filling in our own silences. We talk about the things we are afraid to remember.


One of the women said to me, “If you could do Africa, I can do jail.”


If you could.


I can.


How is it that the words I wrote reached out and touched a woman in jail, a woman thirty years younger than I am? How can a story written about a small village in the middle of the African continent seep into another woman’s heart? How can those tiny black scribbles on a piece of paper give another woman courage?


I do not know the answer to this question. But I do know that words are the most powerful thing in my life. I will never let them go.


And then there is this: one more thing. One more perfectly magical moment, when the world and the muse and time collide like a kiss.


I am sitting at AWP, the largest writing conference in America, with twelve thousand writers and teachers streaming, browsing, talking, and jostling around me. I am sitting beside a table with my newly published book on it.


I have worked on this book for sixteen years. And I find myself at AWP, doing a book signing. I want to tell everyone, I am sixty years old. Today is my birthday!


But the real magic is not that it’s a specific day or event or location. The real magic is this: I feel like I’m twenty. I feel like my life has just begun. I feel like this is just the beginning.
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This essay, “Writing the Silence Away,” won second place among all the essays submitted for consideration in The Magic of Memoir.


JILL KANDEL grew up in North Dakota, riding her Appaloosa bareback across the prairie. She married a man from the Netherlands and worked overseas for ten years in Zambia, Indonesia, England, and in the Netherlands. Her first book, So Many Africas: Six Years in a Zambian Village, won the Autumn House Nonfiction Prize and the Sarton Women’s Literary Award. Her work has been anthologized in Best Spiritual Writing 2012 (Penguin Books) and in Becoming: What Makes a Woman (University of Nebraska Press). Her essays have been published in The Missouri Review, Gettysburg Review, River Teeth, Pinch, Image, Under the Sun, and Brevity. Kandel is working on a second memoir set in the Netherlands. She currently lives in Minnesota near the North Dakota state line and the city of Fargo. She blogs about a writing life and living between cultures on her website: www.jillkandel.com.





MY OWN STORY


Eanlai Cronin


I was twelve years old when I wrote my first book. The Sisters of Mercy assigned my boarding-school class the summer homework of writing the story of our childhood. We were instructed to fashion our words in the fictional style of a famous Irish children’s book, Jimín Mháire Thaidhg.


Copy that mold, we were told, chapter for chapter, and see what ye produce. Ye can have real things in there about yerselves, but make up the most of it.


I often wondered after that if they thought that we simply wouldn’t have enough to say, that a dozen years of existence wouldn’t qualify us for substance. Little did they know that thirty years later, I’d still be writing about those first twelve. But back then, I did what I was told, intuiting from their directions the flimsy stuff of a short life, viewed alone. Still, I’d pad it out, I thought, because the world and its mother already knew I could spin a yarn like no one’s business.


My first job was to procure a new copy for a shilling at the local shop. Then I cut a Flahavan’s porridge bag along its seams, turned it inside out, and covered my book in the pristine white inside paper. Then came the naming of the manuscript, which I whittled down from a short list of three, all with the words me, my, and myself in one form or another in each title, and landed on the one that made my heart skip a beat each time I saw it. Despite the fictional strictures of the project, I chose to call my book My Own Story, even before I’d composed a single line.


The first time I wrote those three words in colored pink marker on the white porridge paper, such a feeling of peace washed over me that I vowed from that day forward to be a writer.


The very sight of the title My Own Story delivered the perfect antidote to the shame and silence that saturated not only the small Irish village of my birth but my very bones. As I sat at the kitchen table before the turf range, pen and fresh copybook in hand, I did not know that this would be the beginning of a story that would take years to unfold, the story of eight years of sexual abuse I had already endured at the beck and call of a neighboring farmer, and the stories yet to come of a complicit community and culture engulfed in their own displacement and denial.


But that summer I was twelve, I knew nothing of the journey ahead, nothing but the joy of the blank page and the permission to put myself on it.


My father, ever the headmaster, peered in over my shoulder the whole time I penned, in tiny block letters, the hesitant first drafts of fiction blended with fact. Already, at twelve, I was experimenting with a key component of memoir writing: the re-creation of truth with license to embellish for the sake of crafting a compelling narrative. At the time, given my silence and the seeming denial of a family and village who thought better of ignoring certain gaping realities, it proved vital, indeed lifesaving, to me to see how much truth I could tell before permission was withdrawn or withheld. With the appearance of each fact, no matter how benign, on paper—brothers and their nail biting and smelly socks, sisters and their swiping tongues and soft spots—I grew in confidence and courage. Things could actually be written down, and if they could, what might I now be able to say?


Oddly, very little.


Such authority to speak was very new to me, so new that the push of buried truths felt more like an impulse that couldn’t be identified, let alone satisfied. The truths were there and not there, all at the same time. This was my next naive taste of memoir’s burden, that such permission to speak, which seemed at first a liberating cure-all, was merely the popping open of a substratum lode. Truth, once woken, does not easily take its place among the harmless facts of family meals and Sunday Mass times. Instead, there are things nudging against the skin of the storyteller, begging to be told, that may not announce themselves in the first draft, or even the second or third or fourth.


Truth, when given consent to emerge, requires time to take shape, especially when you, too, have to emerge from the many years of ferreting memories into corners of the brain that refuse to let you back in. Oftentimes, and with good reason, you have placed many versions of your small selves in separate vaults, their limited understanding back then translating abuse and familial dysfunction into blame placed squarely on them. To open such rusty doors is to feel once more the deadly shame that split your innocence back then. But even before you get to the metal frames, you must shed the many years of collective delusion and rearranged history, of it wasn’t all that bad or your father wasn’t that sick or don’t mind that one—she makes things up. Often-times you remember only what you’re allowed to remember, till you drop the many masks, filters, and disguises that conceal the real story even and especially from yourself. That is, until you’re ready.


At twelve, I was far from ready. Still, despite the innocuous content of those first facts I wrote—Mamma’s maiden name, Dadda’s teaching post, my first-communion date—the impact of recording my own story in any form was exhilarating.


I felt alive. I felt important. I felt powerful.


The kitchen table became my new outpost. Everyone around me, sensing something wonderful, nodded their heads in approval. Fiction, it seemed, was their comfort, too, for as long as any small fact about them was perceived as being in service to “story,” then the very permission to speak that had set me alight sparked something alive in them, too.


Here again was another lesson: that truth, if concealed in stage costume, can find its place in the world without offending others. Not that I didn’t later write the full truth of events, but I changed names and identifying features to allow others their privacy. It seems, though it may not always hold true, that if you bestow upon others the courtesy of boundaries and fair treatment, then your truth, no matter how raw, may not come across as an indictment. This, along with your declaration of your story as your reconstructed version of events and not anyone else’s, makes it easier for others to find their distance, even complete anonymity.


But that summer I was twelve, I was only forming the ideas of such things and reveled in my new identity as writer.


I sat long hours at the kitchen table, Dadda behind me. There was something of him peering over my shoulder that unnerved me. It wasn’t just the appearance of his goose eggs around my grammar. It was the thing of which Stephen King later wrote, that everyone should close the door on their first draft. It was true. It was very hard to coax the harmless facts of an imagined adventure from the shadowed corners of creativity, let alone skittish creatures from the recesses of memory.


Still, as I was now something of a celebrity in my kitchen, such infamy brought its own compensation for the unknown loss of first-draft privacy. Dadda and his bad heart delighted in my enthusiasm for the written word. In his eyes, I now had the makings of the next Irish rebel leader penning proclamations of independence. Parker pen in hand, he corrected sentence structure, making suggestions for embellishment here and there to add to a sometimes flat story. Attached as I was to my blossoming yarns, I didn’t yet fully understand the essential ingredients of crisis, conflict, climax, and resolution as the cornerstones of good storytelling. Nor did I consider that my poor reader wouldn’t find an adventure interesting simply because I had lived it or made it up, that the feeling of aliveness that came over me in the re-creation of myself for story might not translate to holding another’s thrall. Being me wasn’t going to be nearly enough for a reader, no matter how revelatory the experience of seeing myself on the page.


This was news to me—disappointing news, at that.


The pull of a problem, Dadda said, was in a good story. You had to have the guts of a battle and the heat of a victory, and a lad or a lassie had to want something, even if it was only a new frock. And then, he said with a wink, they had to go about getting the frock—more likely the lassie, but you never fully knew. That right there was the beauty of story.


I couldn’t tell which I loved more, the notion of a lad hankering after a dress or the sight of Dadda giggling like a schoolboy at his own humor.


Over the following days and weeks, under Dadda’s watchful eye, I began to discern a plain old yarn from a compelling story. I learned grudgingly not to succumb to theatrics to augment an obvious anecdote into sinus rhythm. More important, I learned that I could, even if I made it all up, be the wounded hero of my own story over and over.


That was something you could take to the bank. That had eating and drinking in it.


That first summer of writing was the best thing that had happened up to that point in my childhood. Despite its many drawbacks—the push toward fiction, the fragile permission, the constant editing and correction, the exciting, albeit Herculean task of turning up on the page in whatever form my psychology at that time allowed me—that July and August laid the groundwork for a journey that would resume twenty years later.


By that time, I was thirty-two and had forgotten, or maybe had not yet put together the valuable lessons of, my first attempt, at twelve. Some deem anyone under thirty-five too young for an authentic memoir of reasonable distance and perspective. I am inclined to agree, because till then, I had only the accumulated mill wheel of life unrolling before me, compounding in me a sense of inevitability and predetermined outcome.


Why don’t you just get married, have children, and be miserable like the rest of us? Mamma once said to me when she caught my eye following a visiting and very attractive young woman down the street.


At that point, Mamma and I were living together again. Having had some very covert lesbian relationships in college, all of which had ended in terrified disaster, I had graduated at nineteen with an honors degree. This feat baffled me, given that I had spent the bulk of my time pursuing my new passion in life: drinking. Dadda died two months after I was given a teaching job in my home village, as though handing me the mantel of schoolmaster and Gaelic preservationist. I felt instantly trapped.


I was now a certified closet lesbian in a village where being an openly gay woman was unheard of. It still is. But in the ’90s, it earned you the moniker of pervert or, worse, pedophile. More than the social outcasting at even the slightest hint of being “abnormal,” all primary schools, run by the Catholic Diocese, could fire you in an instant were you proven homosexual.


Many mornings, I walked the length of the single street to the primary school, the man who repeatedly raped me in childhood often cycling past me on his bike, chuckling or smirking. His sense of certainty about my silence was not arbitrary. I was surrounded by a blanket of delusion among people committed to denial as a way of life.


Don’t throw stones at my house and I won’t throw stones at yours was the collective agreement. It was all about appearance.


This was the thickest of veneers, one that made it seem as though everything I thought or felt or wished to bring to mind was unreal. This barnacled facade, I would come to understand, is one that every writer, especially the memoirist, encounters. A chisel is a vital mental tool for those coming to the memoir page—a chisel and the tenacity to use it over and over.


Those first years back in the village, I had no chisel, nor did I know I had permission to use one. Everywhere I looked, reminders of things I couldn’t name inflamed my nervous system into a state of complete agitation: every shed, abandoned house, field or meadow, even, and especially the church that loomed large at the heart of this tiny hamlet—all places I had been violated and discarded, all places that had no voice yet to speak their buried shame. All I felt was self-hatred and blame.


You’re dirty. You’re filthy. You’re a liar. You make things up. You’re not right in the head. You’re a disgrace to your family for even thinking to share things that no one would believe.


All the voices of indoctrination, both external and internal, that needed, over the years, to shut me down and shut me up in order to survive returned in a flood.


This very experience would echo in the years ahead when I finally picked up my pen again. This is what it is to begin the process of memoir. It revives the cacophony of buried voices designed to keep a lid on things that you, at one time, could not understand or that your family refused to address, in deference to saving face. These voices return to assault you in waves of dissent, disbelief, and disdain. They call your name with such conviction that you are left to wonder if maybe you are mad after all—mad, worthless, not to be trusted.


This is the eye of the storm for memoir writers. When you are at your most despairing, when it feels hardest, nearly impossible, to proceed with your search for truth and, more important, meaning, it is then that you are closest to the marrow of your story.


I say, build yourself a singular place in your heart that says, This is your haven when all else is chaos. This singular place, one that some call Divine Consciousness or Higher Self or Sky View, holds the entire scope of your existence and its evolving patterns. This is the place of unfailing reason and perspective, even if it takes many rounds of the chisel to get there. This place exists inside everyone.


When I began my second memoir, I knew very little of this place. All I knew was that my life had fallen asunder. Severely ill with chronic fatigue syndrome, I came out as a lesbian to my family as a way to stem the pretense that I was certain was making me ill. Overnight, with those three words I’m a lesbian, I lost everything—job, family, home, community, good name—and found myself in America, with a lover.


A funny thing happens when you leave the viper pit of your poisoned existence: things don’t just magically become better. This was the next lesson of memoir for me, that living a life of hardship, surviving a tragedy, discovering some secret, whatever turns your life on a penny, is not the story you eventually tell. The real story is the meaning you claw from the ashes of your misery.


When I first returned to the page, I had not yet even begun the unspooling of memory, let alone found meaning. Much like the nuns who planted the first seed, my lover at the time was the one who planted the next.


Write, she said.


I had just been discharged from a hospital in Massachusetts with a second diagnosis of chronic fatigue syndrome. Scolded by one nurse to “just eat,” or else I “would die,” I was seventy-eight pounds, five foot three, and could understand her somewhat hysterical indignation at my wasting frame but not her indictment of me as the sole source of my own suffering.


We lived in a small log cabin in the Berkshire mountains. I sat at a table beneath a skylight for three days. I cannot remember whether it was because of the sudden snowfall that winter afternoon, flakes falling so gently that their consideration hurt me, but something came over me and I wrote the first word that came to mind: grief.


It was as though I had written a tome, an entire testament to my existence. The memory of my exhilaration at twelve returned in an instant. Indeed, I consider it the spark that brought me back from the brink of giving up.


As before, writing was not an overnight cure-all. It took twelve years and two million practice words for that memoir, Girl in Irish, to emerge.


It taught me many things: that a word after a word after a word can save you; that shaping narrative from the ashes of a life asks two tasks of you: read voraciously and study craft; that crafting a compelling story from the chosen fragments of your entire existence requires a singular discipline: theme.


And how you give the reader hope comes down to that one gift that is your reward for perseverance: meaning. Who is telling the story, and why?


I heard some years ago that my first childhood book had been burned in a barrel fire. I’d given it to an elderly aunt for safekeeping. She died. All her belongings were subsequently burned, including mine.


I realized then how important it is not simply to write down our stories but to value them, not just the finished product, but every step it takes to claim our victory.


My name is Eanlai Cronin, and this is my own story.
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THE SHOWER AND THE FISH


Peter Gibb


Without the shower and the fish, I would never have known the joy of memoir.


My daughter had been after me for years. “Dad, you should write a memoir. You have so many interesting stories to tell.”


Some writers, so I’ve heard, choose a cold shower to jolt them into the zone. I prefer to ease in. A warm shower opens my heart, helps the scenes flow, sets me on the path to possibility. I don’t fully understand why, but I’ve learned to trust the shower.


Warm, soothing water cascaded down on me as I considered my daughter’s suggestion. Memoir? Not for me. I’m a novelist. Memoir is not that creative. Too dry and boring. All that begat stuff. I was making a classic mistake: confusing autobiography with memoir. Autobiography—as I now see it—focuses on facts and dates and usually progresses chronologically. This happened, and then that, and then that. A record, but often dry and episodic. Memoir, on the other hand, is theme focused. It can be structured in many ways, uses any literary devices that work, and relies on great storytelling. Memoir is about the luscious weave of the outer and inner life. Creative? You bet.


Something about the water that day. Something loosened inside me. If I did write a memoir, what would I write about? For the first time ever, I opened to the possibility. Water welcomed my muse to the party. Ideas cascaded out of me, memories I didn’t even know I had, and by the time I stepped out of the shower, I had birthed an opening for a memoir. The scene flowed spontaneously, just like the shower water. Although I was equally unsure about the source of my idea and the true source of the shower water, I was clean and refreshed and I had framed the scene I wanted to write. I wasn’t yet fully committed to writing a memoir, but I was ready to give it a test-drive.


Three years after that shower, I am proud to say that I have finished my memoir and am well into my second book, this one about the spirit, art, and craft of memoir writing. I teach a class on memoir and mindfulness. I have learned about the transformative power of memoir writing, and I have experienced the joy (and the struggles) of the genre.


Memoir writing, for me, is about discovery. I now understand my life in a way that I never did before. Sure, I knew the facts of my life, or at least the ones I could remember. But even though I’d had lots of therapy and thought of myself as an introspective, self-aware person, I had only a cursory understanding of my story. I knew the skeleton but relatively little about the blood, the tissue, and, most of all, the heart. Writing my memoir breathed life into my skeleton. It put skin on the bones and hair on the head. I discovered the meaning of my journey—in short, my story.


I approached writing what I thought might be the first scene of my memoir—a muddy foot race that took place at my first school, in Scotland, when I was five—with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. I knew there was something very important that had happened during that race, but it was fuzzy, an out-of-focus photo in my mind. How could I write about it when I remembered so few of the details? I sat down to write and realized I needed to check e-mail, make more coffee, clear my desk, and put in the laundry. I sat down to write again. I got up again, washed the dog bowl, checked e-mail once more (still nothing exciting), made a couple of calls, and folded the laundry. I sat down again. I typed a title: “Scotland—the Race.” Maybe I should call my sister and ask her if she remembered anything about the race.


When I had finally exhausted every possible opportunity for procrastination, I opened a new Word document and began to type. At first it was awkward and slow. I closed my eyes and tried to re-create the scene. What did I see? An image of the big stone school, the thin box of ten tin soldiers that was my prize for winning, parents huddled under black umbrellas. It was a start, but I knew there was more. I stared at the screen. My words dribbled to a halt.


I stumbled upstairs into the kitchen, where our fish dinner lay waiting on a plate, ready to be cooked. The fish smell tossed me back across the decades and thousands of miles to Campusdoon School, where the smell of fresh fish from the market mixed with the salt air that blew in from the Firth of Clyde. Instantly I regressed to five years old again, the only Yank in the school, lined up in the mud to race against twenty-three hardy Scottish lads, I with my shorts drooping and my knobby knees clanking like a rusty locomotive.


I rushed downstairs to my computer and typed as fast as I could. I was shaking. I remembered more and more: not just what it looked like but how it felt, racing in the mud and the night after I won the race, at home, my parents so proud, while I was overcome by shame and wanting to hide. And why was that? I stared into the meaning of that scene, six decades after it happened, and I realized that a tiny seed planted at that race, so early in life, had sprouted and grown and spread and been joined by other seeds, and that those seeds had been the start of a briar patch that strangled me, well into adulthood. It was then, too, that I first realized that the deepest memories are stored in the heart, not in the brain. And I knew beyond doubt that this was a story I had to tell.


So I have a shower and a fish to thank for my memoir, King of Doubt, and for the joy—and, if I dare say so (and I do), the wisdom—that I’ve gained from writing it. Not that the initial attempt was perfect. Later, I refined and revised that muddy race scene at least fifty times. I replaced it several times with other scenes, but I always returned to it, like going back to an old girlfriend whom you just can’t leave. And that muddy race scene is now the opening chapter of my memoir, Walking Straight, Down a Krooked Path.


You’d think that, having lived it, I’d have had a good handle on my life. Not so. Living life is one thing; turning it into story is another. Shaping a story from life is high, creative adventure. I learned that the magic of memoir rests on a three-legged stool. The legs are spirit, art, and craft. I knew about craft from my experience as a novelist but had only a hint of the other two vis-à-vis memoir. I dove in, never imagining the world of surprises that awaited me, from right inside my own heart.


Socrates famously said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” In support of this belief, he chose death over exile. Writing a memoir is not an issue of life or death today. The issue, rather, is how much I am willing to see and understand about my own life. How deep will I go to face up to my own prouds and sorries? Will I confront my cultural, family, and personal norms? How clear can I be in articulating my own truth? Am I willing to walk naked in the sunlight?


When I reflect on the shower and the fish, I see how this incident holds some basic principles of memoir that guided me in writing my memoir and that I hope will help other memoirists.


1. Write from the heart. I dreamed about being a writer for years, but I was lying in the wrong bed. I wrote from my head, rather than my heart. After that fateful shower, something shifted. I cut back on questions like “What will they think of me?” and “How should I present my mother?” and “What if I can’t remember?” and “Why is my writing so superficial and dumb?” The brain sponsors such questions, defending its territory, protecting the ego. Monkey brain. Worry brain. Fear-full brain. Doubting brain. The brain has its role to play, don’t get me wrong, but it is not the primary source of memoir. When I tuned in to my heart, I uncovered a waiting treasure trove of memoirabilia. You will forget what someone said, you may even forget what they did, but you won’t forget how they made you feel. The deepest memories are stored in the heart. The heart is the source. Search there to find your memoir in the raw.


When I went to my heart, I began to write from a desire to discover and explore my life, rather than to justify and explain it. I shifted from writing for others, trying to impress or at least not to alienate, into writing to and for myself. And I realized, to my amazement and delight, that others often found commonality and solace in my writing. I shifted from doubt to wonder, and oh, what a difference it has made, both to the writing and to the living. This is the joy of memoir.
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