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Praise for Your Turn



“A well-told saga of recovery from loss and emotional breakdown, and a tribute to the ordinary blessings that made it possible.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Telling stories and writing through your everyday stresses is the key takeaway in Your Turn. Dr. Tyra Manning believes that writing brings about clarity and hope in life. Her essential tools will help you get your inner thoughts onto paper and get you focused on the positives.”


—PARADE


“Our worrisome thoughts can feel big, urgent, and uncontrollable. As Manning said, it can feel like we’re ‘getting caught in a whirlpool.’ While we might not be drowning physically, we’re drowning in negative chatter, she said. Even though our worries can feel overwhelming, we can shrink them. We can channel them into solutions—or we can reveal them for what they are: unhelpful, unreasonable, and illogical. The key is to know the difference.”


—PSYCH CENTRAL


“Your Turn provides advice on composing even more precise, telling details that truly capture one’s life journey, and for anyone wishing to tell her/his story, it’s an unusually useful and specific handbook to guide one’s writing.”


—COLEEN GRISSOM, Ph. D Professor of English Trinity University


“Your Turn’s friendly and accessible tone makes it seem as if you’re sitting down with a dear friend sharing stories over a cup of coffee, but Manning doesn’t shy away from the hard realities of life’s more challenging moments. The writing prompts and examples offer readers an opportunity to truly get to know themselves through their stories, and hers.”


—BRIDGET BOLAND, Modern Muse


“Drawing on her own challenging life experiences, Dr. Tyra Manning presents an invitation and a guide to all of us to celebrate our lives through storytelling. As she remembered her own good times and bad times, she was rewarded with gifts of clarity, acceptance, forgiveness, and new perspectives on life. As you review your life experiences and share them with others, you reaffirm your own life—a task well worth pursuing.”


—W. WALTER MENNINGER, M.D, psychiatrist of the Menninger Foundation, former dean of the Karl Menninger School of Psychiatry and Mental Health Science, former CEO of the Menninger Clinic, former editor of Psychiatry Digest, and nationally syndicated newspaper columnist


“Dr. Manning’s book is a step-by-step roadmap to guide you through the maze that is writing your perfect memoir or autobiography. And the best part is that rather than reading like another ‘how-to manual’, Your Turn is filled with wonderful stories and anecdotes that give you a glimpse into the authors own life. It’s a must read for any aspiring writer.”


—KAREN KEILT, author of The Parrot’s Perch: A Memoir
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To all the storytellers and those who want to be. Tell your stories for yourself, those you love, and those you may never know. Write your stories and make a difference.





Introduction



Nothing helps us heal from the hurt feelings or resentments we bury deep in our hearts, from childhood through adulthood, like writing down our stories. I write about age-old pain left over from a quarrel with a sibling, an argument with my mother, or a bruise from a put-down on the playground that lives just below the surface of my skin, hidden, festering and gnawing at my psyche, a tattletale’s admonition that I felt wronged and too frightened to stand up for myself. I write about residual grief from the loss of a relationship through death or the loss of a relationship due to a misunderstanding or the loss of a dear friend due to a physical move across the country. The kind of grief that weighs on my shoulders until even the smallest reminder that I can’t have a cup of coffee with the person I’m missing overcomes me as I’m waiting at the Starbucks drive-thru window for my café breve latte while my favorite CD by Three Dog Night blares out “Joy to the World.”


Writing my stories helps me remember the good times and the worst of times, and offers me the opportunity to understand them. Writing and celebrating my stories helps me heal. Hindsight gives me many gifts: clarity, acceptance, forgiveness, and new perspectives on past experiences. I’m not unique in having lovely and sometimes sad stories in my repertoire. Sharing our life stories teaches us that we have more commonalities than differences. It brings us closer together.


Sometimes, the most important stories are the ones that pop into our mind when we least expect them to. They are often spurred by seeing or doing something that reminds us of a particular event or person. I didn’t intend to think about my grandfather PaPa, who grew watermelon in West Texas. But when I saw watermelon in the grocery store recently, it brought back memories of when I was a small child, searching with PaPa for the best watermelon in the patch.


“Okay, Tyra.” He grinned as he broke the watermelon in half, plunged his huge hand into the center, and pulled out the sweet, dripping red heart.


“Sit here.” He lifted me onto the bumper of his truck. “This is the best eatin’ there is.”
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Music is also a strong catalyst for memory and writing. Music’s rhythm helps me develop a cadence to my writing and helps me drown out unwanted thoughts. A few weeks after I checked myself into The Menninger Clinic, Mona, my sewing instructor, walked me over to the gymnasium for my first obligatory volleyball game. As we approached the gym, off in the distance I heard the familiar high-energy Three Dog Night rendition of their classic anthem “Joy to the World” blaring through the loudspeakers. A tiny shiver of happiness pulsed down my spine. I remember being surprised at the return of an emotion I hadn’t felt since I’d fallen into a deep depression months earlier.


I walked tentatively into the gym, where other patients were lined up on opposing sides of the volleyball net, poised for the opening serve. Each team had some players who were clearly more swept away in the sheer joy of the musical moment than at the prospect of competing. Their bodies swayed back and forth to the beat of the song, caught up in their own expressions of exuberance and inspired to dance by the song and its nonsensical lyrics.


Lyle, our gym instructor, always started off our class with a short program of simple exercises. We seldom had enough players to field six players on each side of the net, but Lyle did his best to match the teams in a way that ensured equal competitiveness. The truth was that most of us were easily distracted and had a hard time staying focused on the game.


What I came to learn, however, was that volleyball was my time to physically move my body. Initially, the prospect of playing volleyball was depressing; I had never been a decent athlete. However, the experience became a form of respite for me from homesickness, from chronic worry about the well-being of my baby, Laura, and, most of all, from the all-consuming dread and fear I felt about the possibility that my husband, Larry, would be killed in the Vietnam War.


On good days, we fielded two teams of six players; other days, our teams were smaller, as some patients remained on the unit due to a “bad day.” Fortunately, few of us cared about the outcome of the match. Instead, we embraced the absurdity of the moment, the silliness of the music, and the chance to be active as a group. It became a welcome break from the difficult emotional work we were doing.


“Joy to the World” remains one of my favorite songs. If no one else is around when I’m listening to it, I find myself sliding and twisting around, remembering with fondness my beautiful friends from the Clinic, and thinking about this strange, beautiful dance we call Life, for which there is no instruction manual, except for what’s hidden within our hearts.


Favorite songs from my past revive memories that once were terribly sad but that now, thanks to the healing power of time, illuminate the touching and warm emotions those times evoked. When I write about experiences, both sad and happy, linked to important songs, those memories move from a place just under the surface of my skin and resurface in the present.


Writing my memoir, Where the Water Meets the Sand, was a bit like hiking through my own life’s journey with a backpack of fresh hindsight mixed with poignant feelings from the past. Writing took me back to my childhood, but this time I was armed with the more mature and compassionate perspective of the woman I had grown into over the decades.


I hope this workbook encourages you to write and share your own stories. The chapters herein cover emotional themes ranging from grief, loss, and anger to joy, delight, and accomplishment. Each chapter ends with a section called “Your Turn,” which is an invitation to write on three basic questions.


What was it like at the beginning of the story? Include the facts—where you were when the event took place, who was there, and how you felt.


What happened? Write the story like you would tell it verbally. Use active language and give examples. Include as much detail as possible to vividly recreate the scene. Most important, what was the issue? Was there a problem, a tragedy, a celebration?


What was it like at the end of the story? For me, the most important stories are those that teach us something. What did you learn from your experience? In writing Where the Water Meets the Sand, I realized that many of the lessons I learned in childhood, I later utilized and appreciated as an adult.


These prompts appear at the end of each chapter for easy reference. You can use them for anything that occurs in your life, even if it’s not covered in one of the chapters in the workbook. As you write the facts and details of your stories, be sure to include how you felt, emotionally and physically. You may laugh out loud. Tears of happiness or sadness might well up in your eyes. Or you could feel a rash of chill bumps running down your arms. Whatever you feel, know that nothing is off-limits. Everything is fodder for the transformative power of your creativity.







CHAPTER 1:



Listening to Your Inner Voice


Since I was a small child, I’ve heard an inner voice. When I was young, that voice presented itself mostly in the form of intuitive surges of fear rather than as specific words. My father had a severe heart condition when I was a nine-year-old girl. When my parents traveled to doctors in search of a cure for Daddy’s arteriosclerosis, I feared no one could help him.


One Sunday morning, I stayed home with Daddy while my mother and my brother went to church. Daddy and I were taking a nap when I awoke to him breathing heavily and gasping for breath. He reached for the small bottle of nitroglycerin pills on the nightstand. His face was pale, his lips bluish-purple. He was trying to tell me something, but he was gasping so hard I couldn’t understand him. As he pointed at the pill bottle, I reached over to get one for him and accidentally spilled the precious medicine onto the floor. I retrieved the spilled pills from under the bed and I placed one under his tongue. After what seemed like forever, he began to breathe more slowly.


This story may not seem like a story of acting on intuition but one of being resourceful and taking action. But it was the fear, the strong and insistent feeling and recognition that something was very wrong, that stayed seared in my mind. The memory of Daddy’s plight and his reliance on me that Sunday morning instilled in me the habit of respecting my inner fears and urgings. Paying attention to my inner voice, my intuition, became as natural as breathing.


Much later in my life, in 2007, I was feeling drained and exhausted. I couldn’t shake the sense that something was wrong with me physically. I complained during an appointment with my internist that I felt weak all the time, like there was something wrong in my gut. He completed a routine examination and determined I was just fine.


When nothing changed over the next few weeks and I still didn’t feel better, I called my doctor’s office again. My fatigue was worse than before, and it wasn’t easy to get to work on time.


At the end of my second appointment, he still couldn’t find anything wrong with me. I told him I wanted a colonoscopy, but he was firm that there was no indication that I needed further testing. I wanted him to be correct and left determined to buck up and do my best. Yet I still worried about it. As an educator I owed my students my best efforts, but I was exhausted and struggling.


One Sunday afternoon my daughter, Laura, and my nephew were in my kitchen, preparing Sunday lunch. I walked outside to admire my newly manicured yard and thanked God for the beautiful day with my family.


My inner voice responded, Too bad you’re not going to live long enough to enjoy it.


I immediately called my internist at home and insisted, “I want a colonoscopy and I want it now.”


When the doctor called with the results, he said, “Tyra, I am so sorry. You have cancer.”


Some of my colon had to be removed, and I began chemotherapy. In some ways, I was relieved. I’d known something was wrong. I am forever grateful that I listened to my inner voice. Had I ignored it, things might have turned out much differently. I’m often asked, “But how did you know to follow through?” I knew because I didn’t feel well. I intuitively knew something was terribly wrong.




YOUR TURN


We all have an inner voice, an intuitive guidance system that is ready to give us information anytime we need it. Write about a time in your life when your intuition had information for you. Use these guidelines to tell your story.


What was it like at the beginning of the story? Include the facts—where you were, when the event took place, who was there, and how you felt.


What happened? Write the story like you would tell it verbally. Use active language and give examples. Include as much detail as possible to vividly recreate the scene. Most important, what was the issue? Was there a problem, a tragedy, a celebration?


What was it like at the end of the story? For me, the most important stories are those that teach us something. What did you learn from your experience? In writing Where the Water Meets the Sand, I realized that many of the lessons I learned from my childhood, I later utilized and appreciated as an adult.








CHAPTER 2:



Love and Larry


One of the brightest times in my life was when I met Larry Hull on a blind date my freshman year at Texas Tech in Lubbock, Texas. It was September 1965. My roommate Gina and her fiancé, Ronnie, introduced me to Larry. Ronnie lived across the hall from Larry in one of the men’s dorms on campus. Ronnie had introduced Gina to Larry, and she told me Larry was twenty years old, a handsome blue-eyed blond sophomore, and the son of an air force sergeant whose family had lived overseas in Japan. She explained that Larry’s dad was temporarily stationed in Guam while Larry’s mother and younger brother lived on the air force base in Roswell, New Mexico.


“Larry is close to his family and goes home to Roswell to be with his mother while his dad is out of the country as often as he can,” she said. “He works at the Base Exchange on the weekends when he goes home to help out with his college expenses.” Both Gina and Ronnie were impressed with Larry and thought he would be a suitable match for me.


The first thought I had when Larry picked me up in his 1957 Chevy was that my father would have approved. Daddy had been the manager and junior partner of a Chevrolet, Oldsmobile, and Buick dealership in Seminole, Texas, before he died of heart failure when I was nine years old.


Daddy always said, “The way a man keeps his car tells you a lot about his character. If he keeps it clean and in order, he is proud. He’s a man who cares about how he presents himself.”


Daddy kept his car waxed so that your reflection stared back at you when you stood next to it. He drove his cars with confidence and grace. The appearance of Daddy’s cars matched his dress. He always wore white starched shirts, shiny cuff links, a necktie, and a dark suit.


Larry reminded me of Daddy, proud, masculine, yet graceful, all in one neat gentlemanly package. The chrome on Larry’s two-tone lavender-and-white ’57 Belair Chevy sparkled and the shimmery black metallic upholstery was immaculate. Larry smiled as he opened the passenger side door for me. Before he started the engine, his first words were, “Are you comfortable?” After he settled into the driver’s seat, he told me where he planned to take me. “We’re going to Reese Air Force Base to watch the planes take off. I never get tired of watching the landing patterns.


“One day I’m going to officer’s training school and become a pilot,” Larry announced. “I’ve wanted to be a pilot since I was a little boy. Dad always took our family to the air shows on the base and taught me the names of the planes and what they were used for. I’ve spent lots of hours since I was little at the flight line watching the planes take off.” Larry’s eyes sparkled when he talked about his plans.


“I’ve never flown anywhere,” I replied, “but it sounds exciting.”


“My dad and I used to play a game,” Larry went on. “I had to name each plane and tell its purpose in the air force. He not only taught me the names of the planes but explained why each one was necessary.”


Goosebumps ran down my spine. Larry not only loved his dad, he was proud of him.


“My dad is Chief Master Sergeant Robert Hull,” Larry said. “Men like him keep the planes flying and in tip-top shape.”


Then he added, “Tell me about your family. What does your dad do?”


Tears welled as I told Larry about Daddy and his fatal heart attack. Larry’s life was so different from mine. He put his arm around my shoulders as if he understood my heartache. Feeling reassured, I went on to tell him that I was third-generation Texan, and most of my relatives lived within a hundred-mile radius of Seminole, Texas, where I grew up.


“Really?” Larry seemed pleased. “Sounds like my mother’s family in Alabama. They all live in the Mobile Bay area. My maternal grandmother, Mama, and granddaddy, Pop, live in the hills outside of Citronelle, a small town near Mobile. Uncle Orrin is the Pentecostal preacher on weekends at a church not far from Mama and Pop. His family lives outside of Mobile where he works in a lumberyard during the week. My uncle Sonny and my mother’s sister and her family live there too,” Larry said.


“ I have an Uncle Sonny too!” I exclaimed. “He’s a very successful farmer, but his love is training horses. All of my grandparents were farmers in West Texas.”


“Mama and Pop raised me while my mother worked in a canning factory in Mobile. Mother came to Citronelle on the weekends,” Larry continued.


Although our lives seemed very different on the surface, our grandparents were country people and each of our extended families lived within a hundred-mile radius of one another.


Larry went on. “If Mom hadn’t married my dad and he hadn’t adopted me when I was three years old, I’d probably be working in the lumber mills or on an oil rig off the Gulf Coast. One of my cousins, about my age, worked on an oil rig in the Gulf—”


“Really? My uncle Rusty is a tool pusher on oil rigs in New Mexico,” I chimed in.


Larry pointed to a plane above our heads coming in on its approach for landing. Its engines roared so loud we couldn’t hear one another. “That’s gonna be me someday in the cockpit.


“What about you?” he asked. “What do you want to do when you finish school?”


“I want to be a teacher like my mother. Maybe even a principal,” I added.


“There are schools on air force bases,” Larry said. “When your family’s in the service, you can travel around the world and still be able to follow your dreams.”


I felt as if Larry were a recruitment officer for the air force. I had just met him, yet it felt as if I had known him before, and we seemed to be weaving a story of possibilities together.


“Are you hungry? Pops makes the best spaghetti,” Larry promised. I nodded and we headed back to Lubbock where Larry slid his lavender Chevy into the crowded parking space in front of Pops’.


The minute Larry opened the door and we sat down at a plastic red-and-white tablecloth, Pops appeared at our table.


“Who’s your friend?” Pops asked as he poked Larry on the shoulder.


Larry grinned. “Somebody you’re going to like, Pops.”


While we ate, Larry wanted to hear more about Daddy, Mother, and my sister and brother. It was as if we both couldn’t stop asking questions about each other. We wanted to know as much as we could about the other as fast as we could, as if we were trying to make up for a lifetime of not knowing one another.


l know you, I thought. I know what it’s like to have a dream.


Soon Pops was whispering, “Hey guys, I’ve got to close.”


The electric energy between beautiful blue-eyed blond Larry Hull and me felt tangible. When Larry walked me to the door of my residence, his arm locked with mine. He stared straight into my eyes and asked, “May I call you tomorrow?” I nodded yes, and he squeezed my hand.


After that, we were together whenever possible. We attended classes at Texas Tech, studied together, and planned our future as if being together was ordained by the universe.


My mother, however, was not sold on the idea. When I announced to her that Larry’s mother had invited me to spend Thanksgiving in Roswell with his family, Mother made her reservations known. “Who is this boy, and why would you miss Thanksgiving with your family to spend the holiday with someone you just met?”


Though her displeasure stung, I had heard Mother tell stories about her admiration and connection with my father from the time he enrolled in the country school she attended when she was in third grade. I tried to make her understand that I felt the same immediate bond with Larry: “He’s special. I enjoy being with him and feel a strong connection with him. He’s a gentleman around me, not like the other boys our age. I look forward to spending time with him.


“I’m going,” I told her. Mother pouted and showed her disapproval by barely speaking to me before I left for Thanksgiving with Larry’s family. The distance between us expanded until the day I left for New Mexico and Larry’s house.


When I pulled up to the gate of the air force base in Roswell, Larry and his lavender Chevy were waiting on the other side of the gate. As the guard motioned me forward, I felt a heavy knot in my throat. The flags and the MPs filled me with awe and a mixture of fear and excitement. I admired men and women who served our country. My father had been in the service, and my grandfather had fought in France in WWI. Uncle Frank, my daddy’s older brother, was overseas in WWII.


When the guard waved me through the gate, it was as if the road to my life opened ahead of me. We were on that road, Larry and me and the United States Air Force. It was a dream worth fighting for.
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Mrs. Hull’s hair was blond like Larry’s. Her smile was contagious and telegraphed a genuine graciousness similar to Larry’s demeanor. She hugged me tight and immediately began a nonstop list of the foods she had prepared. “Larry wrote a list of some of your favorite foods: I have celery filled with cream cheese and chives, pumpkin pie with whipped cream, and hot, strong coffee. Are you hungry after your drive? Sit down here. I’ll put snacks on the table while we visit. The turkey will be ready soon. We’re so excited you’re here.”


Larry and his mother began working in the kitchen while I sat at the table snacking on green onion dip and potato chips, answering the plethora of questions Mrs. Hull directed my way.


“Mom, not so many questions all at once,” Larry cautioned. “She just got here.”


“It’s no problem,” I assured them both. “Larry, I love that your mom is so interested in getting to know about me and my family. The two of us have spent a good amount of time getting to know each other and about each other’s families. Why wouldn’t your mom want to do the same?” This family is so easy and comfortable to be around, I thought.


After dinner, Larry and Mrs. Hull washed dishes while I sat at the table and heard stories about their family living in Japan when PaPa Hull was stationed at Walker Air Force Base, and about his mother’s family in Alabama.


Mrs. Hull said, “When you meet my relatives, they’ll treat you like family. That’s because you’re with Larry, and they all just love Larry.”


Who doesn’t love Larry? I wondered. I couldn’t remember feeling so much at home in a long time.


The next morning, as soon as we’d finished breakfast and the dishes were washed and dried, Larry insisted on giving me a tour of the base. We got in Larry’s car. Before we backed out of the carport, Larry said, “It’s so good to have you here with me and my family for Thanksgiving. Mother is so excited and thrilled to meet you.”


First we went to the flight line to see the planes. Larry’s love for planes seemed to have no end. I listened carefully as he named each plane assigned to the Walker Air Force Base. He pointed out the air traffic control tower and all the other important aspects of the air force base. I nodded and acted interested because Larry loved the base, the planes, and showing them off. I had no experience with air force bases, though I wanted to learn because it was important to Larry. Much of what he told me went over my head, but it didn’t matter. I loved his excitement, his determination to live his dream and be a pilot, and I loved him. I loved that he had a dream. I knew he would fulfill it. I wanted to be a part of that dream.


When the weekend was over, Larry and I returned to Lubbock for semester finals. Christmas was barely four weeks away. It would be our first. I had not enjoyed Christmas since Daddy died, but now I was convinced the holidays would be fantastic because I had Larry.


Rather than drive directly to Roswell for Christmas with his mom and younger brother, Larry followed me in his car from Lubbock to my grandmother’s for Christmas with my extended family on Mother’s side. I was worried my uncles would give him a hard time—my uncles were such teases and this was the first special date I had invited to meet the family. One of my uncles, Kurtis, my mother’s youngest brother, was a real pistol when it came to his nieces’ young suitors. After Daddy died, he was especially protective of me.


Fortunately, even though his life was very different from my relatives, Larry was a hit with them. He didn’t take teasing personally and was good at giving it back without being rude—as evidenced by something that happened right before Larry left to go to Roswell to be with his mother and his younger brother for Christmas.


We decided to take a drive around the farm in his car. We parked not far from the farmhouse and walked through the pasture.


“I wish we could be together for Christmas,” I whined.


“We’ll have lots of Christmases together,” he consoled me, “but it’s important that we honor our families during the holidays, especially with Dad overseas. Besides, since you spent Thanksgiving with me and my family, it’s only right that you’re with your folks for Christmas.”
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