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Lesson 1 - What’s a Memoir?

Oh, there you are! I’ve been waiting for you to show up. Somehow I had a feeling you were lurking around out there with that idea in the back of your head: I’m going to write a book. No doubt you’ve had your moments of self-doubt, too. Can I really do this? Does anyone want to hear my story? Writing a book is a big job – can I see it through?

And yet, despite your insecurities, something deeper inside is urging you forward. This is a story that needs to be told. This is something I was meant to do.

You’re sounding like a writer already.

I used to worry I could never do it, too. And then I did it. I wrote a memoir. After years of hemming and hawing, it finally came together. There was a point when I had all the right information – and the right words of encouragement – to proceed.

With this book, you too will find the know-how and the emotional wherewithal you need to write your memoir right now. That’s right – it doesn’t have to be a dream anymore. Write That Memoir Right Now! will help you bring that memoir out from inside you and into an appreciative world.

Before you can write a memoir, it’s a good idea to know what a memoir is.

Well, isn’t it obvious?, you may be thinking. It’s a story about my life.

That’s true. But not everyone understands the distinction between a memoir and an autobiography – and it’s important to get clear about that before you begin writing. Especially if you intend to get your memoir published.

I was teaching a class at Gotham Writers’ Workshop in New York City, when a new student walked into the classroom, took one look at me and said, “You’re too young to have written a memoir! You’ve hardly even lived yet!”

First I was flattered – she actually thought I looked fifteen years younger than I am. But then I had to clarify that the book I’d written was a memoir – not an autobiography.

When this woman heard the word “memoir”, she imagined an all-encompassing story of a life, spanning six or more decades. Autobiographies are like that. They’re generally written by an author late in life. They’re a reflection backward on an accumulation of experiences – childhood, education, romantic partnerships, or career. Typically, autobiographies are chronological – they start with the author’s birthplace and take you through his or her life to the present. (Sometimes, you’ll hear a person refer to writing their “memoirs”, plural. Usually, that’s an autobiography.)

My surprised student was right – I haven’t lived long enough to write an autobiography. But a memoir? That’s a different story.

A memoir focuses on a narrow sliver of the author’s life. Rather than covering all the major areas of an individual’s experience, it gives the reader a more detailed glimpse into just one part of that life. That one part can be defined in many different ways, such as:

- A period of time

- An illness or other adversity

- A specific relationship

- A job or career

- Travel experiences

- An emotional challenge

- Parenting experiences

- Connection to an historical event

- A recurring theme or outlook tying together events from your life

This is why it’s possible for one author to write multiple memoirs. He hasn’t lived more than one life – he’s simply writing separate books about separate aspects of his life.

For example, in his memoir Running with Scissors, Augusten Burroughs wrote about several years of his adolescence during which he lived with his mother’s former shrink. Burroughs also wrote a memoir called Dry which focused on his struggle with alcoholism.

Wade Rouse has written several memoirs, including Confessions of a Prep School Mommy Handler, a book that tells tales from a time when Rouse worked in a high-brow prep school. In his book America’s Boy, Rouse wrote about the challenges of growing up gay in the Missouri Ozarks in the 1960s and ‘70s. In still another memoir by Rouse, At Least in the City Someone Would Hear Me Scream, he relates the story of moving to rural Michigan and adjusting to life in the remote woods.

Memoirs also tend to be more personal and reflective than autobiographies. Think about it – an autobiography has a lot of ground to cover. It’s a summary of a person’s entire life.

But a memoir has more room to breathe. The author has gained some distance between herself and her experience and has identified how that experience has changed her. A memoir helps us learn more about ourselves by looking deeply into what others have learned about themselves.

There is a specific type of memoir writing that falls somewhere in between memoir and autobiography. It’s sometimes referred to as “personal history” or “legacy” writing. The writing of personal histories is sometimes done with the help of a “personal historian” – a professional for hire who can help coax your memories into the forefront, help you organize your memories into a story outline, and might even help you do the actual writing.

Personal histories are typically compiled for non-publication purposes. Their authors want to share their stories with family members and don’t intend to sell them. Sometimes personal histories are written as a form of therapy.

[image: ]EXERCISE: Give Yourself Memoir Writing Super-Power

Before you begin penning your memoir, there’s one exercise you can do that will put memoir writing super-power into your bloodstream, into your very bones. It sounds painful, but it’s probably the easiest writing exercise you’ll ever do. Ready?

Read memoirs. Read several. Read memoirs similar to the memoir you’re thinking about writing, and memoirs that are completely different. Let their language, structure, rhythm and revelations sink into your subconscious.

The idea is not to copy what you’re reading, or even mimic it. Rather, you’re letting the unique aspects of the genre became a part of what you know and understand, on an instinctive level.

Don’t skip this step. Invest your time. It will give you an incomparable education in the genre itself, and it will contribute to making you a better writer.

It’s worth it.


Lesson 2 - Get Clear: Why Are You Writing a Memoir?

There are lots of reasons to write a memoir.

What are yours?

Are you writing a memoir so you can leave stories behind for your children and grandchildren? Maybe you want them to know what you went through to get where you are. Maybe you want them to understand where you came from. You might have wisdom to impart. All good reasons to write about your life.

Maybe you want to contribute a narrative to your family’s genealogy. Maybe you wish your distant relatives had left more stories behind for you, and you’re attempting to fill that gap for future generations. A thoughtful gesture on your part.

Have you overcome something others continue to struggle with, and you want to help? Another good reason to write.

Maybe you’re just compelled to write – maybe it’s been that way all your life. Since you were old enough to know how to write, you wrote stories and poems and plays. You’ve always known you had a talent for it. Maybe your parents and teachers encouraged you to write. Now you want to write a memoir because you’re working with what you know. Go for it.

But maybe you don’t know why you’re writing a memoir. To people with strong reasons, that might seem unfathomable. But plenty of people make a decision to write down stories from their lives without ever asking themselves why.

Why is why so important, anyway?

Because the why of your memoir has everything to do with what happens after you’ve written. And let’s face it – when we fantasize about writing a memoir, do we really daydream about the actual writing process, spending hours tapping away on a computer? Typically, no. We like to think about the end result. I want both your writing process and your end result to be as positive as possible. After all, this isn’t just about the finished book. This is also about the rewarding experience of reconnecting with yourself through writing.

Most of you will fall into one of two categories. Which of the following sounds most like you?

I just want to give away copies of my memoir to family and close friends.

If this sounds like you, great! In fact, in Lesson 20 we’ll talk about ways you can have your manuscript bound into a real book, making it easier for folks to read, and keeping it in good shape as it’s passed down through future generations.

I want to sell my memoir to strangers. Lots of them!

If this sounds like you, great! And I genuinely want you to be a success.

That’s why I’m asking you to take an honest look at your idea for a memoir, and ask yourself: is it a memoir, or an autobiography?

In Lesson 1, we talked about the difference. A memoir covers a specific sliver of your life; an autobiography covers years of almost everything that happened to you, in a more general way.

This is the part of the book where I take the risk of sounding like a jerk. But I’m not trying to discourage you from writing. On the contrary, I want you to take the smartest possible approach to writing your memoir – the one most likely to fulfill your personal goals. So hang in there with me and see if what I have to say makes sense.

Consider for a minute that there are billions of people in the world. And most people think their own lives are pretty darn interesting. It’s human nature. We’re all biased that way.

And most people like to read. But people also have limited time and energy. Few people – if any – will read every book ever written. We’re selective about what we read. We choose what we expect to enjoy the most.

So if a reader is going to choose to read a broad, chronological account of someone else’s life, chances are, they’ll pick up an autobiography about someone they’ve heard of before. A celebrity. An actor, chef, politician. Maybe the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar company that’s a household name.

The average person doesn’t know why they should care about your life – the house you grew up in, your favorite teacher, your crazy college days, your first career, your second career, your first marriage, your third divorce. To most people on the planet, you’re a stranger.

But remember, a memoir is different from an autobiography. It represents a small portion of a person’s life. A particular period of time, a challenge overcome, a lesson learned.

If you want your memoir to be read by lots of other people who don’t already know you, you’ll have the best chance if you write a memoir and not an autobiography. Narrow your focus and you’ll broaden your appeal.

For example, you might decide to write an entire memoir about one summer of your life, like Marjorie Hart did in Summer at Tiffany. As an Iowa college student in 1945, Hart took a summer job at Tiffany’s in New York City and passed the sweltering months going out on the town with handsome young sailors and rubbing elbows with the rich and famous. Yes, she filled an entire book with tales from one summer of her life – and it’s delightful. It also attracted many readers among people the author never met.

Why did a memoir about one summer have more appeal than a book about Marjorie Hart’s entire life, from birth to the present?

The audience for a Hart autobiography would be rather small, consisting of her family members and close friends. They’re the people who love her; they have the most interest in reading about her whole life.

But when Hart went into detail about her whirlwind summer in the big city, she touched on thoughts, feelings and experiences that many readers could relate to.

Here’s how narrowing the focus of your book can actually give you more freedom. The idea might seem limiting at first, but think of all the details you’ll have to skip over or rush through if you’re trying to cover all the major events of your life in one book.

Besides, your memoir might convey a lot more than just your story. It might also be a valuable chronicle of history, detailing what it was like in a particular time and place. Summer at Tiffany, for example, actually does double-duty. Not only is it an entertaining read, but it also serves as an historical account of young women living and working in New York City in 1945.

When you focus on one aspect of your life, you can afford to take your time and richly convey details to your reader. You can delve into your feelings in the moment, and share your insights after the fact. And when you recall your experiences through all five senses, you deliver a product that resonates with the reader and is not soon forgotten. These are the kinds of books people want to tell their friends about.

So, in short, you can’t expect legions of perfect strangers to care about your life, from soup to nuts. But you’ll increase your chances of capturing the interest of strangers with a more specific story, lesson, or message.

Here’s another example. We already know that Joe Schmoe doesn’t have a great chance of selling his entire life story to a bunch of readers who’ve never heard of him, and are too busy to care. But what if Joe Schmoe was been diagnosed with a rare, fatal disease – a disease that no one survives for more than a few months – and he’s defied that illness to live a robust thirty years, post-diagnosis?

Joe has a great story to tell. Joe’s memoir won’t spend much time on his childhood (unless he was diagnosed as a child). He won’t talk much about his years following the Grateful Dead on tour (unless it relates somehow to his disease – maybe the fact that he was able to follow the band, despite doctors’ warnings that he wouldn’t have the energy). Joe won’t write much about going to law school (except maybe to say that he withstood the pressure despite his disease).

Joe’s story now appeals to lots of people. It appeals to people with his disease, and people who love someone with the same disease. It appeals to anyone with a fatal illness looking for hope or encouragement. It might appeal to doctors and scientists with an interest in disease. It might appeal to anyone facing a great trial in life, looking for inspiration in a story of unlikely triumph.

A memoir can be about more commonplace experiences, too.

Maybe Jane has a great sense of comedy and tells her friends hilarious stories about surviving her divorce. Jane might have a humorous memoir in her – one that will appeal to millions of other women facing divorce.

Maybe Anne-Marie had a long history of car trouble, and decided once and for all to become the master of her vehicle. Maybe she spent three months taking automotive classes and was the only woman in a class of guys at least forty years younger than her. And maybe Anne-Marie transformed in multiple ways through her experience – not only did she eventually build an engine from the ground up, but she found herself in a love triangle with two handsome young bucks.

That could be a memoir, too.
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So, if you’re going to narrow the focus of your book, how will you decide what the focus will be?

It can seem overwhelming. But following are some questions you can ask yourself that may help you zero-in on the best idea for you.

1. What is the most important lesson life has taught you?

2. If you were going to leave a note for your grandchild to open on his or her 18th birthday, containing three key pieces of advice about life, what would you write?

3. Do you ever look around at the greater population and think, “If only they knew what I know”? What do you want them to understand, and how did you come to understand it?

4. Do you ever tell stories to groups of people that keep them riveted, or even make them laugh? Do you ever get requests to “tell that story again”? What are your most popular stories, and why do you think people want to hear them? Do most of these stories have something in common?

5. Are you able to complete this sentence?: My life was never the same after ______.

6. What are you an expert in?

7. What was the single biggest turning point in your life?

8. What’s the most unusual situation you ever found yourself in? How did you adjust to or cope with it?

9. What’s your favorite memory? What about that memory is so special? What about that memory do you think other people would relate to?

10. How have you changed the most?

11. How can your life experience help other people?

12. Did you play a role in a major historical event? What was your role? How did it affect your life afterward?

13. What one thing are you most proud of in your life so far?

14. What’s one thing most people have difficulty with, but that you were able to master?

15. Did you ever say to yourself, “From now on, I’m living my life differently”? Did you stay true to your word?

16. Most of us have moments when we sigh and say, “Ah, those were the good old days.” When were your good old days? What’s the one event that, in your mind, defines those days as “good”?

17. Did you achieve something that took immense patience and dedication? How did you get through it?

18. Did you make it to the top of your profession? How did you get there? What was it like when you finally got to the top? Was it everything you thought it would be?

19. Can you complete this sentence?: Most people would never believe this about me, but I ______.

20. When have you completely surprised yourself?

If you’ve been thinking hard, chances are you’ve identified several areas of your life that could translate into separate memoirs. If this is the case, don’t let it overwhelm you. Don’t tell yourself, “I’ll never be able to choose one narrow focus!” Here’s what I want you to remember: you can always write another memoir about another subject. Remember that many authors have written several memoirs. Look at Josh Kilmer-Purcell. His first memoir, I Am Not Myself These Days, was about his days as a drag queen. He’s also the author of The Bucolic Plague: How Two Manhattanites Became Gentlemen Farmers: An Unconventional Memoir.

If you’re having trouble choosing a focus, remember that your writing career doesn’t have to end with this one book. Just decide which focus is calling to you most strongly right now. Start there. Write that memoir first.


Lesson 3 - Telling the Truth About People

Should you tell the truth in your memoir?

Absolutely. A memoir is supposed to be non-fiction. The reader has the expectation that what they’re reading in the pages of a memoir are things that really happened. And that expectation is perfectly reasonable.

Almost no one lives their life in complete isolation. Our lives are filled with interactions with other people. Inevitably, some of those other people are going to make an appearance in our memoirs.

But if we’re supposed to be telling the truth in our memoirs, isn’t that going to affect the real people in our stories?

A memoirist might worry about embarrassing his mother by putting her in his book. A memoirist might worry about ticking off her ex-husband by portraying him (truthfully) as physically abusive. Some memoirists write about particularly sensitive subjects that might even incriminate someone in their book.

But there are things you can do to mask the true identity of people in your memoir. These are tactics used by mainstream memoirists all the time, and they won’t get you in trouble for lying.

For example, very few memoirists use real names in their books – except for their own. Simply changing someone’s name is a start in protecting their identity.

But you can take it a step further. If it doesn’t hurt the core story, you can change a character’s gender. Turn your rotten ex-boss John Doe into Angela Roberts.

To even further mask an identity, you can play with other details, like professions. You can turn a plumber into a garage door installer.

Feel free to change minor character traits like height or haircolor, but stay authentic to the major traits that define a character, like gender, race, age, etc.

Depending on the kind of information you’re trying to protect, you can change the geographic location of your story. If you feel uncomfortable naming a specific town or locale, you can mask it or change it to a different, comparable city or town. Of course, you should stay as close to reality as possible. The way people think, speak, act and react can differ a great deal from one location to another, and you don’t want to water down the rich, distinctive details of place. But if you do make some alteration, you would simply write a short statement to appear in the front of your book to let readers know that the location was changed.

By the way, most memoirs have some type of statement to that effect in the beginning of the book, usually notifying readers that the names of characters have been changed. There is no one standard statement all authors use. Here’s a great example from Drinking: A Love Story by Caroline Knapp:

The names and other identifying details of some major and minor characters have been changed to protect individual privacy and anonymity.

It’s important to keep in mind, however, that you shouldn’t change details that are important to a story or a character.

For example, if your entire memoir is about taking full-time care of a grandparent with Alzheimer’s, you don’t want to change your grandparent’s disease to cancer. Alzheimer’s is a key aspect of the story. You want your book to be read by others struggling to care for Alzheimer’s patients. They will recognize your challenges as their own. If you change the entire disease, your book loses authenticity and accuracy.

However, let’s say your Alzheimer’s memoir includes a story about an exterminator who came to your grandmother’s house and took advantage of her bewildered condition by stealing jewelry from her bedroom. Maybe you wouldn’t normally feel compelled to protect a thief, but what if the exterminator was also your brother, Frank? Perhaps in your book, you’d say that the brother who ripped off your grandmother was a cable installer. And maybe you’d call him Alex instead of Frank. In this case, your brother’s profession isn’t as crucial to the story as what he did – he stole from your grandmother. And that’s the part you’d write about in complete truth.

We’re going to talk more about dealing with the truth in Lesson 5, “Memory vs. Perception,” so don’t skip that!


Lesson 4 - Leaving People Out

In your life to date, you’ve likely encountered thousands of people. Maybe hundreds of thousands. The kids down the block you pummeled in snowball fights. Your teachers. Your cousins an hour down the road. Neighbors. Co-workers. Bosses. Shopkeepers. The guy who used to cut your lawn. The lady who delivered your pizzas in college. Bosom buddies, polite acquaintances, people you know by name but have never spoken to. You’ve crossed paths with a lot of people when you think about it, especially if you’ve lived in more than one place.

Do you plan on mentioning every single one of those people in your memoir? Of course not.

But who you leave out is worth discussing, because many first-time memoirists fill their books with unnecessary people. I like to call it “character clutter.” Too many characters can be hard for a reader to keep track of. Unnecessary characters can also be distracting and even confusing.

When you’re reading a book – whether it’s fiction or memoir – and the author introduces a character, you pay attention, don’t you? When the narrator of a story takes the time to name a character, or at least provide memorable details about him, your subconscious takes note. Somewhere in your brain, you’re thinking, “I need to pay attention to this person, because he’s going to come into play in this story, sooner or later. If he didn’t, then the author wouldn’t have mentioned him.”

Read this example of a character being introduced in a memoir. It’s from The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid: A Memoir by Bill Bryson:

In the late 1950s, the Royal Canadian Air Force produced a booklet on isometrics, a form of exercise that enjoyed a short but devoted vogue with my father. The idea of isometrics was that you used any unyielding object, like a tree or a wall, and pressed against it with all your might from various positions to tone and strengthen different groups of muscles. Since everybody already has access to trees and walls, you didn’t need to invest in a lot of costly equipment, which I expect was what attracted my dad.

What made it unfortunate in my father’s case is that he would do his isometrics on airplanes. At some point in every flight, he would stroll back to the galley area or the space by the emergency exit and, taking up the posture of someone trying to budge a very heavy piece of machinery, he would begin to push with his back or shoulder against the outer wall of the plane, pausing occasionally to take deep breaths before returning with quiet grunts to the task.

Now, imagine you’ve finished reading that entire book, and the character of the author’s father never shows up again.

That would be weird, wouldn’t it? You might close the book and feel uneasy for a minute before you say, “Hey, wait a minute – what happened to the dad with the isometrics obsession?”

When an author takes the time to introduce a character, the reader expects that character to play some important role in the book. It doesn’t mean the character will appear on every page, but we know we’ll see him again, or we’ll at least see the effects of something he did off the page.

That’s why it’s important to keep your cast of characters “lean.”

For example, just because you have ten brothers and sisters doesn’t mean you have to bring every single sibling into your memoir. That might be tough on the reader – too many distinct people to keep track of.

However, there’s a good chance that not every one of your siblings plays a major role in the stories you’re telling. In life, people in big families usually develop closer relationships with one or two siblings in particular. If that’s true for you, there’s no reason you have to tell us what every child in the family was doing during every story you tell. Focus on the people who were directly involved in each tale.

Imagine you’re writing about a big argument that took place between you, your rival sister Mary, and your older brother Joe.
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