


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

 


Praise

BOOKS BY MARGE PIERCY

Title Page

Introduction

 


Chapter 1 - Sharpening Your Innate Skills

An Exercise in Sensual Memory

 


Chapter 2 - Beginnings

Creating An Irresistible Beginning

Exercise: Beginning in a Different Place

Exercise: Changing the Plan of Attack

Where to Start the Story of Your Life

Exercise: Finding an Emotionally Moving Event

A Fictional Version Of The Same Exercise:

 


Chapter 3 - Characterization

Exercise:

Exercise:

 


Chapter 4 - How to Avoid Writing Like a Victim

Exercise:

 


Chapter 5 - The Uses of Dialog

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise in Indirection:

 


Chapter 6 - Plot In The Novel

Make ‘Em Suffer - An Exercise for Creating a Plot

 


Chapter 7 - Personal Narrative Strategies

The Exercise: The Parallel Universe

 


Chapter 8 - Choosing And Manipulating Viewpoint

Some Exercises

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise:

 


Chapter 9 - Descriptions

Some Exercises:

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise: The Spirit of Place

 


Chapter 10 - When You Have Research To Do

Exercise:

Exercise:

 


Chapter 11 - A Few Genres: Historical Fiction, Mystery, Science Fiction, And Fantasy

HISTORICAL FICTION

Exercise:

SCIENCE FICTION

Loosening the Imagination

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise:

MYSTERIES

Exercise:

Exercise:

 


Chapter 12 - Writing Short Stories

Exercise:

Exercise:

Exercise:

 


Chapter 13 - Titles

Exercise:

 


Chapter 14 - Writing Humor: Learning Survival Techniques

VOICE

IMAGES

EXAGGERATION

COMIC SITUATIONS

DETAIL

REVERSALS OF EXPECTATIONS

TRANSPOSITION OF EXPECTATION

REPETITION

JOKES

CHARACTER

DIALOG

REPETITION IN DIALOG

 


Chapter 15 - A Scandal In The Family

 


Chapter 16 - Work And Other Habits

Exercise:

 


Chapter 17 - Fame, Fortune, And Other Tawdry Illusions Marge Piercy

 


Chapter 18 - The 10 Most Destructive Things Writers Can Do (to Destroy Their  ...

 


Chapter 19 - Practical Information

 


Chapter 20 - Frequently Answered Questions

Do I Need An Agent?

How Do I Get An Agent?

Are New York Agents Better Than Those Outside New York?

Publishers Take So Long, Can I Make Multiple Submissions?

Isn’t It Better To Be Published By A Large Publisher Than A Small Press?

How Much Money Do Writers Make?

You Mentioned That You Don’t Consider It “Vanity” To Publish Yourself. What  ...

So What Do I Do If No One Will Publish My Book?

 


Appendix I - Excerpted from The Kitchen Man, as referred to in Chapter 15

Appendix II - RECOMMENDED BOOKS

Index

Acknowledgements

A Note About The Authors

ABOUT THE TYPE

Are you ready to take the next step and get feedback on your work?

Copyright Page





Critical Raves for:  SO YOU WANT TO WRITE

A Selection of the Writer’s Digest Book Club

A “Best Book of the Year for Writers” Selection

—The Writer Magazine

 

“A how-to written by a popular novelist and a successful publisher, this fine book is a distillation of the wisdom they have accumulated and dispensed over the years. The focus here is on technique. They start at the beginning with story openings and move smoothly through character building, the importance of dialogue and plot, and how to craft compelling narrative passages.”

—Booklist

 

“Those not lucky enough to have participated in the workshops can now benefit from their no-nonsense wisdom. Eschewing the current trend in process-based writing classes and guides, Piercy and Wood urge writers to read critically and read often; to ask themselves specific, exacting questions about their characters and plots; to complete the book’s writing exercises; to do research in order to make a piece of writing believable; to participate in some community of writers; and numerous other practical steps. Readers will appreciate the hardcore approach of these two dedicated writers.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“The authors conduct well-known writing seminars, and they have put much of this information into book form. They address all the elements of successful writing. They also go into work habits, overcoming the “inner censor” and dealing with publishers. A good primer for new writers; a fine reference book for any writer.”

—The Tampa Tribune 

“Best-selling writer Piercy and novelist/publisher Wood have been co-teaching writers workshops for years and have reproduced their master course in this useful manual. The two authors encourage would-be writers to read as much as possible (included is a list of recommended books) as reading plays the key role in the process of learning how to write. Their exercises are short and to the point, just enough to get the juices flowing. This book, although joining an already saturated market is worth the shelf space.”

—Library Journal

 

“Seamless and exceptionally engaging…a valuable tool for the apprentice in search of practical advice on the craft of fiction and memoir writing from accomplished novelists.”

—Fore Word

 

“This new column, The Writing Life, helps to choose the best [of the how-to-write books] ... Writers seriously looking to have their work published should pick up So You Want to Write. Wood’s advice on getting your work published is extremely helpful and worth the cost of the book alone.”

—The St. Petersburg Times
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For the young who want to1

Talent is what they say 
you have after the novel 
is published and favorably 
reviewed. Beforehand what 
you have is a tedious 
delusion, a hobby like knitting.

Work is what you have done 
after the play is produced 
and the audience claps. 
Before that friends keep asking 
When you are planning to go 
out and get a job.

Genius is what they know you 
had after the third volume 
of remarkable poems. Earlier 
they accuse you of withdrawing, 
ask why you don’t have a baby, 
call you a bum.

The reason people want M.F.A.’s, 
take workshops with fancy names 
when all you can really 
learn is a few techniques, 
typing instructions and some- 
body else’s mannerisms

is that every artist lacks 
a license to hang on the wall 
like your optician, your vet 
proving you may be a clumsy sadist 
whose fillings fall into the stew 
but you’re certified a dentist.

The real writer is one 
who really writes. Talent 
is an invention like phlogiston 
after the fact of fire. 
Work is its own cure. You have to 
like it better than being loved.








An Introduction to the Second Edition

This book is a product of workshops we have given together for many years and the thousands of writers we have worked with over that time. One of the many lessons we’ve learned is that effective workshops aren’t performances but dialogs that expand and evolve, reflecting not only the knowledge of the leaders but also the interests of the writers who participate. We’ve discovered that no two workshops are ever alike. No matter the material we came prepared to cover, writers in our workshops were of many levels of experience and worked in different genres. They had different needs and questions about their work. Releasing a Second Edition of So You Want to Write has enabled us to include a variety of of topics that we’ve developed since the original publication. You’ll find new chapters on short story writing, genre writing (historical, science fiction, and mystery), humor writing, selecting a title, and how to avoid writing like a victim; many new writing exercises and examples; a personal essay on the illusions of fame; a section on the career pitfalls that many writers fall into; additions such as the writing of sex scenes and how to characterize emotion; and a lot of new information that comes from our personal give and take with writers, reflected in the updated Frequently Asked Questions and Practical Information sections.

We usually teach personal narrative or fiction together, but each of us has also taught a version of both courses alone. In actual team-taught workshops, we divide up the topics, but we have each worked on every essay in this book. The “I” throughout the manuscript is one or the other of us; we felt it did not really  matter which, and was less awkward than the royal “we” when speaking of something one of us wrote or did.

In workshops, we use examples from many writers—but the problem of paying for permissions has led us to use only our own work or those of writers published by our press, Leapfrog. It is not egotism but the desire to keep the price of this book down that has led us to quote so freely from ourselves.

You will find that throughout the book we will refer you to many memoirs and novels. We do this in the earnest hope that you will not only read, for example, the beginning of a piece cited as having a good one, but go on reading. Since we’ve begun teaching these master classes together, we’ve noticed an alarming trend. Students ask us what to read to improve their writing and seem disappointed when we do not refer them to the hundreds of books that have appeared on the market in the last decade that are “about” writing, or “the process” of writing, or the “path” or the “journey” taken by writers. Reading itself—the habit of reading, the immersion in books, learning how other writers have solved the same problems—seems to some emerging writers less important than developing the perfect attitude toward writing or fitting writing into a life the way they might schedule time at the gym. Great writing has been done in prisons and cramped hotel rooms and commuter trains, on rickety tables in noisy restaurants, at four in the morning before the twelve-hour workday begins. Such writing has been done by people who experienced the need to write as strongly as they experienced thirst. People seem to take it as a given that great movies have been made by those who have immersed themselves in the cinema, who find true passion on a screen in a room with no windows. Yet these same people bridle when we tell them that to be a good writer you should be as well versed in literature as Martin Scorcese is in the films of John Ford. You would not want to be defended in court by a lawyer who had read a book called The Attorney’s Journey and neglected to study case law. Likewise it seems absurd that people who want to write memoirs don’t think it necessary to read the memoirs others have written before them.

Of course if you are not writing primarily to be published and read, you may not need or wish to be informed of the state of your art. The choice to write in journals for therapeutic reasons and for  self-expression is a righteous one. Some journals, after intensive editing, have been published and cherished by readers. Often these have been the works of experienced writers or people who have lived through extraordinary times. Such memoirs have been more carefully shaped than the word “journal” might imply.

Nevertheless, this book is about writing to be published, about learning the elements of craft that modern readers have come to expect, such as the ability to seduce your reader with a good beginning and to create characters who are more than stereotypes. Most writers use notebooks in one way or another, whether in the form of a laptop or a Palm Pilot or a spiral pad or even scraps of paper napkins: some way of capturing random ideas or snippets of dialog overheard or insights from a nightmare. This note-taking is not to be confused with the journal kept by a young man in one of our classes who had more than a thousand single-spaced handwritten pages about his family that he expected us to tell him how to turn into a novel. For years he had been dutifully writing down his thoughts when he woke up every morning. Now he was overwhelmed by the task of recopying and editing these impressions and memories into a manuscript with a shape: a beginning, a plot, and characters who could come to life in a mind other than his own. (For instance, a man who had needs and motivations and a history understandable to a reader, as opposed to the workaholic bully who was all the writer saw when imagining his father.) Eventually, he decided to start from scratch on the novel and use his journal as a reference.

Where we have included exercises, we recommend actually trying them to get full benefit. We ask people to do these in our classes and have found they work. A number of people who have taken our workshops have gone on to publish, some quite successfully; many make the leap to submitting their work to book publishers and zines, while others have joined writers groups or used these essays and exercises to motivate their own students. We don’t for a moment imagine that our advice is the last word on writing. It is simply the distillation of many years of professional experience in literature and publishing. What we most hope to communicate, in our classes and in this book, are the skills necessary to read critically. That is, what to look for as you read, what questions to ask. How have other writers solved the problems of  drawing in a reader who is faced with thousands of other titles? How have other writers used dialog to advance their plot?

We have a dear friend who hates cookbooks. Whenever she makes a casserole or creates a soup, she insists on inventing from scratch. She thinks it’s more creative, or that she’s avoiding the reenactment of her mother’s tired life. The product leaves much to be desired. Roast lamb really isn’t very good well-done in salsa. Cashews are seldom found in tomato soup for a reason. We hope you won’t write like this dear woman cooks. You don’t have to reinvent the wheel or the novel. There is always room for innovation, but you won’t know what’s new and what’s tired if you don’t read widely and critically. This book is a craft workshop on paper, but if you only read it without trying out at least some of what is suggested, you won’t get the maximum benefit.






1

Sharpening Your Innate Skills

I believe the barriers to creativity are both inner and outer. The distinction between madness and sanity is one made by those around us: they honor us or they commit us. An act that brings admiration in one society will get you locked up in another. Seeing visions was a prerequisite for adulthood in Plains Indian societies, and quite dangerous today. Societies also differ in how they regard the artist, how integrated into the ordinary work of the community she or he is thought to be, how nearly the society regards artistic production as real production, as a reasonable adult activity—a job, in other words.

Working in any of the arts in this society is a self-elected activity. Although parents may applaud their children’s performances in school plays, I have never heard of a parent who did not try to discourage a child who decided to become a professional actor. Even the occasional bit of back-slapping advice you get from peers is usually based on the misapprehension that writing is much easier than it is and that it is infinitely more well paid than is the case. If you tell a friend one week that you are trying to start a novel, likely they will ask you what you are doing the next month, be astonished that you are still writing the same novel, and so on; and when you have finished, they will ask whether you have sold it yet, as if selling a novel were easy.

Basically there is little support in our culture for apprenticeship. Even in a relatively sophisticated movie such as Amadeus, the proof of Mozart’s genius is that he doesn’t correct, doesn’t hesitate, but the music gushes out of him almost too fast for him to write it down. 

In writing there is always more to read, study, learn, try out, master. The more you as a writer are open to understanding the United States and the world in which we live as richly and variously cultured, the more there is to learn, the more different strands of language and crafts to which you will apprentice yourself. It is not nearly sufficient to know and know thoroughly British and American literature, even if you throw in, as we increasingly must, Canadian and Australian authors. Who would strive to understand contemporary literature without Atwood, Munro, Keneally, White? But lacking a knowledge of Japanese literature, of French, Italian, Spanish, South American and Mexican literature, of Russian, Scandinavian, Greek, or contemporary African writing, all makes us stupider than we can afford to be if we mean to write. Most foreign literatures you will read in translation, although being in command of at least one foreign language helps a writer immensely in understanding her own.

If you want to write a memoir, read memoirs. If you want to write science fiction, read science fiction. Often in workshops, participants will ask us to recommend a “how to write” book—like this one. But the truth is, the best books you can read on how to write are books that are in the genre in which you want to write. What we hope to teach you, in part, is to read like a writer: to read noticing craft. The books you don’t think work well may teach you as much as the ones that wring admiration from you. Whatever the author is doing, you want to ask how and look at the choices made.

All of this notion of apprenticeship is at odds with the model of success in the arts so many young people bring to bear, mostly from the careers of rock musicians. You can make it as a rock musician with three or four chords and a gimmick, at least for one record, but you can also be a has-been at twenty-two. There are equivalents among writers, but not many. Basically you may publish an occasional poem or short story in college, usually in the college literary magazine, but few serious writers reach visibility before thirty to thirty-five.

Giant conglomerates control the big media and own the New York publishing houses. They are run the same way as other large conglomerates, and in spite of the wishes of many dedicated editors, they would like to put out generic products like brands of  toothpaste or breakfast cereal with an assured cut of a guaranteed market. As one delighted publishing CEO gushed in his company’s year-end report, “Fewer titles have translated into more attention for each book, greater publishing success and higher revenues.” Books, real books, are risky. Better financial projections can be obtained on the All Chocolate Eat Yourself Skinny Diet Book and thrillers that, like the movies Halloween 16 and Die Hard 56,  offer exactly the same product in a slightly jazzier package—the romance, the success story. It no longer shocks people to hear that chain and the large on-line booksellers rent space to publishers the same way that supermarkets sell the most ideal shelves for corn chips and pretzels. Publishers can pay to have their titles stacked at the front table, or positioned face-out at the checkout counter and at the ends of aisles. Large publishers, of course, can better afford the thousands of dollars it may cost for a fifty-copy display or a large window sign. But of course they expect a return on their investment and the best chance of getting that return is with a product—or author—that got one before: one with name recognition. It’s not some evil plan, just a business plan. But these marketing strategies work against all writers just starting out or those who want to do original work.

The inner and outer barriers interact because we tend to internalize rejection and lack of recognition, and because we are programmed by the media and our peers to believe that writers who are “successful” produce better work.

Work in the arts requires your best energy. That means figuring out how, in the course of a life that usually includes another full-time job whether paid or unpaid, you can organize your time so that you write with your best energy, not your slackest. That may require getting up before everyone else in your house or your close circle; it may mean working after everyone else is in bed. It certainly means having time that is devoted to work, when you pull the phone out of its jack and do not answer the door. If you have children and thus cannot quite cut yourself off from interruption, you can attempt to make it clear that only an emergency is suitable for interrupting you. You may feel guilty setting boundaries, but what kind of adults will grow from never having learned that other people have boundaries that must not be crossed? Should they not rather learn what I hope you have  realized, that work is precious and concentration is to be valued, to be sharpened, to be refined? We look more carefully at organizing time in the chapter “Work and Other Habits.”

What I will return to again and again is the ability to use your mind mindfully and purposefully. To know when to go with the flow and when to turn on the cold critical eye. To know when to loose your imagination and when to keep it under control. Concentration is learned by practicing it, just as is any other form of exercise or excellence. Even when the focus of the concentration is something in the past of the writer or some nuance of feeling or precise tremor of the emotions, the writer at work is not the emotion. Work has its own exhilaration. You can be happy as a clam—precisely because you are not self-regarding at all, but doing your own tidal work—when you are writing a poem about how somebody was cruel and nasty to you. You can even have fun writing a story imagining your own suicide. You can experience joy writing a story about total nuclear destruction, because in that clear high place where concentration is fully engaged, there is no feeling of self. Learning to reach that state and prolong it is another apprenticeship we all undergo. You have to find the work more interesting than you find yourself, even if the work is created out of your own guts and what you are writing about is your own life.

In the ancient and very modern approach to spiritual energy and experience, the Kabbalah, which is my discipline, we speak of developing the adult mind. For a writer that is particularly important. The adult mind can decide not to fuss like an adolescent because our work and our persons have experienced rejection. The adult mind can put victories or defeats into perspective. The adult mind can choose not to allow interference from the worries of the day, not to give way to irrelevant fantasies when trying to craft a meaningful fantasy. The adult mind has learned to focus and to retain focus for a much longer period of time. We can all have bad days and we can all be distracted; it is a matter of degree and how often we can combat our idiotic and self-regarding tendencies.

Beside my computer is a window and on the ledge of the window are twelve rocks. They have accumulated over the years. Each represents some place I found sacred or meaningful. When I need to focus and center my mind, I pick up the rocks and weigh them in my hands. Eventually I will settle upon a particular rock  to contemplate: maybe the rock I picked up after I climbed the Acrocorinth from the ruins of the temple of Aphrodite there. Maybe one from the Oregon coast from a dawn when I experienced a strong vision. It does not really matter which stone I select. What matters is that to me these are meaningful and radiant objects that I can focus on to get rid of clutter and distraction. It is a matter of closing down the noise of the ego, of worry, of casual boredom, of gossip, of concern with what people may think, thoughts of who has not been sufficiently appreciative of my great virtues lately. It does not matter what particular pattern you use to bring yourself into sharp focus on what you are about to write. It is only necessary that you do so. For some people, their screen saver works in the same way—or a piece of meditative music. Whatever works for you, use it.

Now, as a writer, one of the things which you learn to mine at will, to call up and to relinquish, is memory. Again it is a case of being able to focus on the present when that is required and appropriate, but also being able to focus on a particular area of the past when you need that.

One of the resources of the poet, the novelist, and the memoir writer alike is memory. Vladimir Nabokov called his memoir  Speak, Memory; in Greek mythology, memory is the mother of the muses. You may say you have a good memory or a bad one. An eidetic memory I believe is inborn, but you can improve your memory as you can improve your tennis game or your aim.

By practicing, you can recover pieces of your childhood that you were not aware you remembered at all. There are also false memories that are interesting to explore. We all remember scenes from our childhood that we never witnessed. I have distinct memories from before my birth. These came from hearing stories as a child and imagining them so vividly that they became my own experience. You can learn to have a vivid memory again. There are books and books on improving your memory, but what they are usually dealing with is the problem of remembering the name of the insurance salesman you just met or recalling vocabulary words. We all know simple mnemonics. Before I go on a trip, I always have last-minute chores I must remember to do in the morning. I invent an acronym for them. Let’s say COLACU. Feed CATS; OPEN hotbed; take LUNCH; turn on ANSWERING MACHINE; make thermos of COFFEE to go; UNPLUG computer.

But the memory I am talking about is sensual memory; it is memory that comes like Proust’s, unbidden from a crumb of cake. It is memory that can be taught to come through patience and concentration. You can use what you do remember to move into what you have forgotten, by concentrating and extending your stroll through old rooms and old gardens and along half forgotten streets. Some of what you will remember you know is not so. I have memories from early childhood of enormous buildings that were not there. They only seemed enormous to me because I was so little standing and looking up at them.

To a fiction writer or a poet, it does not much matter whether a memory is a true one—to the extent that any memory is “true” since five peoples’ memories of the same event are five different and quite distinct and often contradictory memories—or a fused memory or invented memory. If it has resonance, emotive content, meaning, then it is a useful memory to possess. Memories also change, of course. If we have grown angry with a friend, the past changes. What may once have seemed a wry sense of humor is now revealed, in light of our changed perspective, to be the mean and sarcastic streak they’ve always used to cut us down. We have become disillusioned and what appeared before as obvious virtues and good will are shadowed in retrospect. So we rewrite big and little history as we go.

Indeed, if you are writing a memoir of your childhood and you talk with your siblings, you may find that every child grew up in a different family because each experienced that family at a different stage: the parents were older or younger, more or less affluent, getting on with each other well or badly, suffering from problems or having solved them. The world of the family is very different for the first born, the middle child, the youngest.




An Exercise in Sensual Memory

This is a simple exercise I have been using with writing workshops for twenty years. Sometimes, I use it myself. It’s almost a meditation, so it is best attempted in a comfortable position, whatever that may be for you, and in a quiet place, where you are not likely to be interrupted.

I will ask you to return to some particular place that was important to you in your childhood. I suggest returning to between  four and eight years old, but it’s your choice. In your imagination, walk down the block or the road leading to where you lived at that age, remembering you are small. If you pass a privet hedge, you do not look down into it, but you look sideways into its green density. When you come to the door, you may have to reach upward for the knob or buzzer. The door may be heavy for you and require effort to open.

I want you to enter the house or cabin or apartment you lived in at that time. I want you to pass through to a place that held some emotional resonance, some emotional importance for you at that time. Perhaps you were happy there; perhaps you felt safe; perhaps you were frightened there; perhaps you felt conflicted or uneasy. I want you to enter that room or place and experience it fully. Look at everything carefully, remembering your size and the angle from which you see the furniture. The underside of a table may be as important as the bearing surface to a young child. I want you to look at the ceiling; at the walls; at the floor. What covers the floor? I want you to touch everything. How does it feel? Is it rough, smooth, tacky, damp? I want you to use your sense of smell. Do you smell cooking odors, flowers from outside the open window, mustiness, your father’s or mother’s cigarette smoke, perfume, disinfectant? What do you hear? Are there windows and are they open or shut? Do you hear voices through the walls, the ceiling? Are the voices talking, singing, arguing? I want you to spend a period of time going over every inch of the room or place (I say “place” since it might be a basement, an attic, a root cellar, a garage, a hallway) and recall in full sensual detail as much as you can. Then I suggest you write down what you remember, trying to give not only the details but a sense of their resonance for you. Be extremely concrete and explicit about the details. Style is not what you are after here but emotional resonance.

I learned to do this when I was just starting out as a novelist. When I wrote a full-length memoir, I did a great deal of it in order to recover pieces of my childhood I had forgotten, and to render more vivid the parts I did recall.

Writing a memoir, of course, is the intersection of memory, intent and language. Both fiction and memoir are built out of words. You use words every day to order lunch, to answer the telephone, to greet and discuss, indicating friendliness (or the  lack of it if you are shrugging off unwanted attentions), passing time, exchanging information, giving advice or asking for sympathy. But when you write, you are using language in an even more purposeful way. Language is the stuff of your craft as acrylic and canvas might be that of a painter. You make out of words portraits, actions, everything that does and doesn’t happen on the page and therefore in the mind of the reader. Yes, we all use language, but casually, often sloppily. Writing fiction or a memoir is not the same as writing a memo, a letter, a journal entry, or an essay question.

You must become aware of the attributes of your medium: language. Language is a shaping of the air, the breath, into sounds and silences, in order to convey meaning and often, to convey emotion. The nature of those sounds and the lengths of those silences can be used to create effects that further the intent of the writing.

Language contains in it attitude. Slender and skinny, svelte and bony are all used to describe a person of the same weight. You meet a dedicated seer. I meet a fanatic. Or the familiar conjugation of the verb: I am firm, you are stubborn, he is a pig-headed mule. I have a strong sense of justice and the courage to speak up; you are an irritable zealot who flares up at nothing. Attitude is built into language. Scientific language attempts to be neutral, but as physics tells us, we change what we observe. The history of science, as Stephen Jay Gould has so frequently described to us, is the history of attitude. What we perceive is colored by our culture, shaped by it. In the chapter on description, we will return to the practical application of those attributes of language.

As Gershom Sholem wrote about the Kabbalah long ago, much in the mystical experience is constant across culture but the forms it takes are culturally determined. Jews are more apt to hear voices uttering prophecy or see words than Christians, who usually see images. A Buddhist will not see the Virgin Mary; a Catholic mystic will not be vouchsafed a vision of Krishna or the Great Grandmother of Us All. We are all imbedded and imbued, dyed through and through with our culture.

Trying to get rid of attitude and culture merely impoverishes you. One human being isolated and alone is not a human being. We are social animals and we are artifacts of our culture. Being  aware is not the same as trying to be without. We can become aware of our attitudes and our prejudices and our predispositions and choose which of them to foster and which of them to fight. But in other cultures, we are always a bit like tourists, going to the great cultural flea market and buying a great necklace or a headdress or a musical instrument to play. Until you have lived for a time in a foreign culture, immersed in its daily life, you have no idea at all how American you are.

In writing, much of this becomes important not in first draft, the early stages of creation, but in the critical stage of that process. After we have honed and practiced our concentration to the max and produced something, then we must break that oneness. We must step back mentally or even physically, by putting the work aside for a time, and then exercising the cold critical eye on it that says, of what I intended, what have I actually wrought? Maybe all, in two percent of cases. Maybe twenty percent of what I imagined is on paper. Maybe fifty percent. That is the time for putting in and taking out, for altering and stretching and chopping, for rethinking choices that may have been the wrong ones for that particular work. It is time for making conscious choices about form that may have been made instinctively in first draft, rightly or wrongly. One thing that workshops and books like this one can teach is a set of questions to ask of the work after the first draft, when it is not what we want it to be. What can we do now to make the thing come out right?

In fiction, did we choose the right viewpoint character for our story? Do we need more than one viewpoint? What do we gain and lose if we shift viewpoints? Did I start my short story or novel in the correct place in the chronology of the story? Does my memoir have a compelling beginning or am I doing too much explaining before I get going? Do I need all those flashbacks that interrupt the narrative flow? How’s my pacing? Is my dialog working for characterization, local color, flavor and moving the plot along? Are my characters motivated and believable? Have I telegraphed my punches? Am I making full use of my minor characters? Do I have too many? Too few? What are the functions of each of them? Do I understand my protagonist or protagonists from the inside? Can I feel them? Have I brought them alive? Am I putting stuff into my memoir just because it happened, not because it is  germane to the flow of the narrative I am crafting? It is good to remember as much as you can, but once you have remembered, you have to decide which of those memories are relevant and which are not relevant to the particular work in which you are engaged. Not everything you remember matters to your story. Most of it doesn’t.

We are trying to suggest to you questions to ask of yourself and your work when you are not yet doing what you mean to do in a piece. In short, most of what we teach is how to start and how to revise: how to get from the rough stuff on the page to something that resembles the glorious thing in your mind’s eye. The rest is how to work and keep working, and what to do with your product.





2

Beginnings

Fiction is as old a habit of our species as poetry. It goes back to telling a tale, the first perceptions of pattern, and narrative is still about pattern in human life. At its core, it answers the question, what then? And then and then and then. And memoir is equally old: it’s telling about your life, perhaps originally to children or a prospective mate or a new acquaintance.

Poetry is an art of time, as music is. Rhythms are measured against time: they are measures of time. A poem goes forward a beat at a time as a dance does, step by step, phrase by phrase. Narrative, whether fiction or memoir, is about time. First this, then that. Or this—then before it was that. Therefore this. From the perception of the seasons, of winter, spring, summer, fall, of the seasons of our lives, of the things that return and the things that do not return, what we seek and what we find or fail to find, and the dangers and temptations we encountered en route: these are the sources of the fictional intelligence. If you make such a choice (being kind to an old woman on the road, running down an old man, marrying Bluebeard against all advice, apprenticing yourself to a witch), what follows?

Why do ordinary people read fiction or memoirs? The most primitive answer is the most real: to get to the next page. To find out what happens next and then what happens after that; to find out how it all comes out.

That desire for finding a pattern in events—for not all happenings will satisfy us, not nearly, only the “right” ending, the proper disaster or the proper suspension or the proper reward—still functions as  a major hunger we bring to the novel. We want stories that help us make sense out of our lives. We want to see all this mess mean something, even if what we discover is a shape perhaps beautiful but not necessarily comforting. Similarly, we don’t want a life like a diary: I went to the store and on the way back I met my old friend George and we talked about the Red Sox and then I ate a banana. Shapelessness loses readers.

Again, the novel is about time and patterns in time. It is not a simultaneous art but one of transition and sequence. You can do a lot with juxtaposition, cutting, transitions, or the lack of them. The effect of simultaneity can be created but only by illusion. A novel or a memoir takes time to read. Therefore, the art of the novel and the art of the memoir involve much persuasion. You must convince the reader to start reading and continue reading. You must persuade her not to put the book down on page one or page one hundred. Not to skip. Fiction and memoir and indeed any kind of narrative requires constant persuasion. The uses of suspense and one of the uses of identification with characters is to make the reader go on turning pages.

You can spend six hundred pages on one night or pass over a hundred years in a sentence. You can start in the classic epic manner in medias res. You can start at the beginning: Josephine was born on a wild wintry night just as the old cow died. You can begin at the end: Josephine was buried on a wild wintry day just as a calf was born to the old brown cow. You can start at the end and go back to the beginning. You can start anywhere on the continuum of days and years and proceed in either direction. You can go in one large or several smaller circles. You can overlap blocks of time from different viewpoints. You can move into parallel or alternate universes. But time is always your servant and master and substance.

Our urge to read memoirs and autobiographies stems from the same source: the desire to understand a life. We believe that by looking at the lives of other people, we can better comprehend our own, both the choices that may or may not be open to us, and the values that have informed someone’s life.

The motive to write about one’s own life may stem from a desire to understand that life, to make sense out of it—in other words, to find a pattern in those events. Or it may stem from a  desire to explain oneself, justify, apologize, demand justice. Or from a desire to teach: do as I did, and here is how I did it. Or, almost as frequently, here is how I went wrong, and don’t you do likewise. Or an account of the descent and the ascent, the victory over some obstacle whether inside (addiction) or outside (race prejudice).

The beginning is the most important part of your story or your novel, because whoever does not read the beginning will never read the rest of it. You can’t take the leisure to develop slowly in the first few pages. You are competing for the reader’s attention with the media and everything else going on, plus all the other stories and pieces in that issue, or books on that shelf. Plus, long before that point, if you hadn’t gotten an editor to read your manuscript, you never got published to begin with. Basically you can count on an editor reading your first page in a short story, maybe the first two pages; in a novel, you can count on the first ten pages. If you haven’t grabbed them then, you’re sunk. I am not saying, get your sex and violence up front. That is what a lot of writers do, but in fact it turns off as many people as it turns on, and too much of either right there may draw your pornographic voyeur but get rid of the rest of your potential audience.

However, here is the beginning of an erotic novel by a young writer, about a young woman who uses her sexuality to control and keep men at bay:

 

From Look At Me by Lauren Porosoff Mitchell:I brought another one home tonight. This one had a small birthmark behind his left earlobe and cool skin that smelled of coconut milk and lemon leaves. I catalog them this way, by the most minor of their physical details, because otherwise they are not prone to distinction. The drink is always the same; though the color varies from pink to clear to amber, its effects are consistent. It convinces him that he is the one luring me away from the bar to a more private place—my bedroom, with the bare walls and white bed, antiseptic as a hospital and well-trafficked as Union Station. But private, yes. The walls of my apartment are insulated, so when I get on top and ride one of the men my neighbors don’t hear. I am screaming, grunting. Sweating as my body rhythmically  contracts. I rip pleasure out of them, one at a time, evening by evening. And by day I ignore the oily feel of them that does not wash off.

Sometimes I am drunk, and I awaken with a headache to find one of them asleep in my bed, his hair daubed in sweaty clumps to his face. Then I rise from my bed and sit at my laptop in the next room, typing in the dark until the sky bleeds vermilion. It is this light or the clicking keys that wake him; I do not know which. He sees me like that, writing in the morning light, spread out naked with one foot up on either corner of the desk, and I watch as the shame passes through his body. He goes soft. He feels he has violated me somehow, that he has transgressed some essential privacy. I observe with interest as he considers his own voyeurism, and I think every time it is silly, he probably still has the taste of of me in his mouth. And yet he is afraid, inadequate, discovering me like this in the dying dark. He puts on his smoke-stinking jeans and sweat-damp polo shirt. He stumbles putting on his expensive sneakers that were flung in the entryway the night before. All the time I watch him. I don’t stop watching until he half-kisses me and leaves and shuts the door softly behind him. Only then do I delete the page of Os and Js and ampersands and percent symbols, make pancakes, and start my work.





Here the sex is relevant to the theme of the novel and elicits a curiosity about this woman, who seems to have more on her mind than pleasure.

It is the curiosity of your potential editor and all your other readers that you must arouse. You may use your style to draw them in, you may use a skillful and compelling scene. Description works sometimes, but it had better be rather unusual description. I can think of a Tanith Lee novel about werewolves, Lycanthia,  that begins with the description of a traveler arriving at a deserted train station deep in the wilderness during the winter. Although it is description, it is laden with evocative details that suggest something rather dreadful is about to happen, or perhaps has happened.

 

From Storm Tide: When the winter was over and my nightmares had passed,  when someone else’s mistakes had become the subject of local gossip, I set out for the island. I made my way in increments, although the town was all of eighteen miles square. To the bluff overlooking the tidal flats. Down the broken black road to the water’s edge. To the bridge where her car was found, overturned like a turtle and buried in mud.

The color of bleached bones, the shape of a crooked spine, the Squeer Island bridge was a product of willful neglect. Every ten years some town official proposed a new bridge and promptly fell into a hole full of lawyers. The beaches were private, the summer people moneyed, the year-rounders reclusive. No one wanted the sandy ways paved or the hedgerows cut back. Your deed bought more than seclusion on Squeer Island; here life as you knew it ceased to exist.

There had been a family named Squeer, but only Stumpy was left. If you asked how the island got its name, people would say, “’Cause it’s queer over there,” and they didn’t mean homosexual. They meant queer things happened. Peculiar things. Uncommon for a small town.

During high tide there was no access by land. The road to town flooded. Ducks paddled over the bridge. Fish darted through the guardrails. The summer people stocked their shelves with vodka and paperbacks and waited uneasily for the tide to recede. The residents lived for its return.

I left my car on the island side of the bridge. I slogged along the mud banks of the creek, driving fiddler crabs in front of me like herds of frightened crustacean sheep. The grasses were four feet high at the edge of the bank, an inch wide, sharp as razors. They mentioned lacerations across the palms; one in her right eyeball. I closed one eye. I wondered what it was like to sink in this bottomless liquid clay, this mud the fishermen called black mayonnaise. What did it feel like to die this way? They said her hair was encrusted with seaweed and crabs, that an eel had eaten into the armpit. They say she must have struggled to free herself, that as she grabbed at the grass her efforts only increased the suction of the mud. They still call it an accidental death.





What you’re trying to do is get something lively or intriguing or mysterious or fascinating or peculiar moving and moving fast. Then you can go back and insert your necessary backgrounding and context. No one needs to know the name of the dead  woman in the excerpt above, or why she died, or what kinds of weird things happened on the island. At this point you’re competing for the reader’s attention. You’re hoping those questions will occur to the reader and they’ll want to read on. The day has long passed when you could count on the patience required to sit through the first scene of a play (as Ibsen often did) in which the following transpires:MAID

So the Master comes home today, Mr. Ives. And here we are knocking ourselves out to put the house to order.

BUTLER

It’s been ten years to the day since the Master rode off, Lucy, and all we’ve heard have been those nasty rumors of duels and wild doings in Paris where he has been studying.

MAID

And he hasn’t once written to his sweet mother, who took to her bed on the day he rode off and hasn’t been downstairs since. What do you think has happened between them, Mr. Ives? Some say they had a quarrel about that young Bates girl he wanted to marry, Sally, who killed herself by jumping over a cliff not three months after he left.

BUTLER

Aye, and it’s been ten years to the day since any of the Bates spoke to any of our family, the Livingstones, although previously they had been the best of friends ever since the two grandfathers settled here together after coming home from the Napoleonic Wars, etcetera, etcetera.





In medias res is the Latin term for in the middle of things, and that’s how Homer opened the Iliad and that’s where you should usually start, although rules can always be creatively broken. Nonetheless, the more things are happening—that we can follow at least mostly—the more likely we are to get dragged into the story and willing to read on. Your exposition needs to be in there, but you have to learn to do it on the wing, subtly, without stopping the story and laying out everything while the characters shuffle their feet and the suspense dies till the story is stuck out in the middle of nowhere like a becalmed sailboat. You have to pass along the exposition with the story, with the characters, as you go. The trick, of course, is not to confuse the reader; she has to be able  to follow it all. (We received a submission in which the novelist begins at an intriguing wedding; a very good place to introduce families and their conflicts. But there were too many people not sufficiently differentiated and ultimately it was confusing. Very much like being at a wedding and not knowing the bride’s family from the groom’s or whose friends were whose. Focusing more deeply on fewer characters and their conflicts might have been a better strategy.)

For instance, if you are writing science fiction or speculative fiction, you must indicate some unusual things in the beginning, but not by getting lost in the hardware. You want to let the reader know right away that this is perhaps another time, another place, another planet, an alternate reality, but it is more important to introduce your characters and get your plot underway. It is more essential for the reader to be engaged and interested in what is going on and the people to whom it is happening, than that the reader grasp every detail of the situation you have created. That you have to do on the fly, in bits and pieces as the story moves on.

 

From He, She & It: Josh, Shira’s ex-husband, sat immediately in front of her in the Hall of Domestic Justice as they faced the view screen, awaiting the verdict on the custody of Ari, their son. A bead of sweat slid down the furrow of his spine—he wore a backless business suit, white for the formality of the occasion, very like her own—and it was hard even now to keep from delicately brushing his back with her scarf to dry it. The Yakamura-Stichen dome in the Nebraska desert was conditioned, of course, or they would all be dead, but it was winter now and the temperature was allowed to rise naturally to thirty Celsius in the afternoon as the sun heated the immense dome enclosing the corporate enclave. Her hands were sweating too, but from nervousness. She had grown up in a natural place and retained the ability to endure more heat than most Y-S gruds. She kept telling herself she had nothing to fear, but her stomach was clenched hard and she caught herself licking her lips again and again. Every time she called up time on her internal clock and read it in the corner of her cornea, it was at most a minute later than when last she had evoked it.





There is certainly a lot to be explained in the above excerpt. Backless business suits? A clock on the corner of her cornea? The Yakamura-Stichen dome? But it’s the familiar situation in the midst of all this weirdness, the custody battle, that grounds the reader and compels attention, that causes the reader to identify with the people to whom it is happening.

Similarly, if you are writing historical fiction, you want to give a flavor of the time and place you are writing about, but it is the characters and the situation that take precedence, not what kind of clothes they wore or the type of sailing vessels then current.

 

From Gone to Soldiers: Louise Kahan, aka Annette Hollander Sinclair, sorted her mail in the foyer of her apartment. An air letter from Paris, “You have something from your aunt Gloria,” she called to Kay, who was curled up in her room listening to swing music, pretending to do her homework but being stickily obsessed with boys. Louise knew the symptoms but she had never learned the cure, not in her case, certainly not in her daughter’s. Kay did not answer; presumably she could not hear over the thump of the radio.

Personal mail for Mrs. Louise Kahan in one pile. The family stuff, invitations. An occasional faux pas labeled Mr. and Mrs. Oscar Kahan. Where have you been for the past two years? Then the mail for Annette Hollander Sinclair in two stacks; one for business correspondence about rights, radio adaptations, a contract with Doubleday from her agent Charley for the collection of stories Hidden from His Sight. Speaking engagements, club visits, an interview Wednesday.

The second pile for Annette was fan mail, ninety-five percent from women. Finally a few items for plain Louise Kahan: her Daily Worker, reprints of a Masses and Mainstream article she had written on the Baltimore shipyard strike, a book on women factory workers from International Publishers for her to review, William Shirer’s Berlin Diary.

Also in that pile were the afternoon papers. Normally she would pick them up first, but she could not bring herself to do so. Europe was occupied by the Nazis from sea to sea, an immense prison. Everywhere good people and old friends were shot against walls, tortured in basements, carted off to  camps about which rumors were beginning to appear to be more than rumor.





For instance, if your story is about a doctor, you could use the first page to tell us how old she is and whether she went to an ivy league med school or a state school and what she chose to specialize in and whether she’s a risk taker or plays it safe; or you could begin in the middle of open heart surgery and allow the reader to discover her background while seeing her in action. You could begin the story of this doctor at her birth and move forward through medical school, to the daring new type of heart implant that won her fame around the world. You could start with the bomb that killed her as she was washing up after the operation and go back to her birth and the difficult struggle to make it to college, no less med school, coming as she did from a dirt-poor Appalachian family. You could start with her first sexual encounter with her childhood sweetheart, Malcolm, in which she insisted on retaining her virginity, having watched her mother give birth to eight children, and thereby losing Malcolm to another girl. There are as many ways to begin as there are stories, but the most important thing is that whatever beginning you choose intrigues the reader and entices them to read on.

This does not mean that you should stare at your computer and freeze up and write nothing until you discover the perfect place to start. Never be afraid to get going on something. You can rework your beginning endless times. All writers do. You don’t have to have the perfect beginning to get to the middle—not at all. Several of my novels began at what later became chapter two. In Small Changes, I actually began with what is now Chapter Six, which goes back in time and brings Miriam from her childhood up toward where we meet her in chapter three. It was only when I had written Miriam up to where she meets Beth that I went back in first draft and started chapter one with Beth’s marriage. Both of Ira’s novels, The Kitchen Man and Going Public have as a second chapter what was originally, in early drafts, the first chapter.

 

From The Kitchen Man: I am a spy at the elbow of the powerful, a fly on their wall.  Ignored, I mingle, privy to the secrets they drop casually. I deliver pleasure. I loosen their tongues with champagne. And smile. And remember.

By night, I listen. By day, I write.

Naked, I begin the transformation.

The jeans of my day balled in a corner, I shimmy into black wool trousers, shark skin smooth, alive with prickly static. My starched shirt crackles as I break it from its cardboard bondage, my patent leather pumps twinkle sapphires of blue light.

Upstairs, rushing feet drub the ruby carpets, tap cadence on the marble floors. Chairs clack into place. Ice tumbles into silver buckets. Nervous voices shout last minute instructions and bitter complaints seethe, whispers in the cavernous hallways of Danish castles.

I tug cautiously at the wings of my tie. I flick stray fuzz from the pleats of my cummerbund. Snapping my onyx cufflinks into place, I inspect my nails. I catch my waistcoat as it tips, satin cool and shimmering, from its wooden hanger. Combing my thick moustache into perfect symmetry, clicking my heels, I turn to the mirror and bow. I am perfect. I am ready. I am a soldier in the service of the appetites of the rich. A waiter at Les Neiges D’Antan.

The Snows of Yesterday. The finest restaurant north of New York City. Number one choice in the haute cuisine category of every magazine in which we advertise.





Until fifth draft, Gone to Soldiers began with what is now chapter four. The decision where to begin is extremely critical and often subject to much experimentation. There are two different versions of F. Scott Fiztgerald’s novel Tender is the Night, as I recall, one in Rosemary’s viewpoint and one in Dick’s.

I can give you three rules which, if not golden, are certainly useful: Do not confuse the Beginning of the Story with the beginning of the events in the story. There is infinite regression in all stories, or they would all begin with the Big Bang when the universe started. The particular events you are shaping may start with the birth of your character, but that is not where the Story starts.

Second, never confuse the Beginning of the Story with how you begin to write it. In hindsight, there is usually a correct place  to begin in the plot, but in your own work, begin writing where you can. Sometimes if you are having trouble entering a character, you can find a scene you can imagine yourself in, a point of commonalty, of empathy, where you can make a doorway into that character. Perhaps it is a piece of your own life. That might be the first scene you write, even if it turns out to be in the middle or even at the end of the finished product.

Third, no matter how cute or compelling or chic or gripping your beginning may be, if it does not lead to your story, be prepared to scrap it rather than distorting the entire book in the service of a good start. I knew a writer who won two awards on the strength of the first chapter to a novel, from which the novel not only did not but could not follow. But she could never abandon that chapter, because it was the strongest part of the book. It was arresting, all right, but all the fireworks were burned out by the end of it and it could not develop into the material she really had for a novel. Therefore, while the material paid off financially for a while, she never got a novel, never got more than a couple of excerpts published and never got on with her writing.

Even more to the point, if the rest of the book does not follow from the beginning, you will draw readers who will be disappointed. They thought it was blood and guts, but it’s a tender psychological study of a boy who loves a pigeon; they thought it was going to be a humorous trip through contemporary adolescence, but it is a psychopath’s revenge. The beginning must be powerful or inviting, and it must begin what you are actually going to continue.

If you are working with multiple viewpoints in a novel, it is worth serious consideration which character should open your book. Sometimes it is a matter of chronology, sometimes of opening with the most intriguing or inviting character. There is no reason it should be the most important, unless that’s a great idea for other reasons. Since I use multiple viewpoints a great deal, I often shuffle my early chapters until I find the best arrangement. The beginning is that important: it is all important. Without a good beginning, no one with the possible exception of your mother or partner will ever bother to continue reading what you have written.

Don’t be afraid to start in the middle of things. If you’re telling  the story of a life, you do not have to start with childhood. Yes, someone’s life starts with her birth, of course; but that doesn’t have to be where your story starts. Does your story begin with your birth? With your parents’ births or marriage? With your graduation or meeting your life partner? Does it start with a discovery or the desire to understand something puzzling, to solve a mystery or to change your life in some way?

 

From Rookie Cop by Richard Rosenthal:Sol Hurok immigrated to the United States from the village of Pogar, Russia in 1906 and made a small living for himself by producing concerts for New York City’s ever growing number of labor societies. Over the years, the workers’ craving for highbrow entertainment grew to such an extent that his concerts were staged in the Hippodrome, an enormous amusement hall built by P.T. Barnum. Hurok became the personal manager of the great Afro-American contralto Marian Anderson and arranged the first U.S. tour for the young violin sensation and son of a poor Israeli barber, Itzak Perlman. Within several generations, Hurok became known as The Impresario, importing cultural institutions such as the Comédie Francaise and the Old Vic to perform for American audiences. A more beneficial, or benign profession would be hard to imagine. Except that the talent he imported also included the Bolshoi Ballet and the Moiseyev Dance Company and there were those who wished to disrupt the ties between the United States and the then-Soviet Union—by any means necessary.

Hurok had been warned many times that he was to stop bringing in Soviet performers. Bottles of ammonia had been uncorked during a number of his events as well as during shows produced by Columbia Artists, a rival company that also imported Russian talent. Live mice and stink bombs had been used to cause upset to the audiences. Some performances had been disrupted by shouting. Annoying as those actions might have been, they hadn’t proven effective enough. It was thought that perhaps smoke bombs, delivered right to Hurok’s office, as well as those of Columbia Artists, would make the point.

A young man was given some money to buy the chemicals  (hypnole and an oxygenator) in order to produce the devices. Although an effective smoke bomb needed only a few ounces of the two materials when combined, he purchased a hundred pounds of the stuff, the reasoning being, if a little smoke was good, a lot of smoke would be better. Then he and another fellow made up two bombs, each weighing thirteen pounds and placed them inside two cheap attaché cases, a small fuse jutting inconspicuously outside each, ready for the match.





This memoir does not even begin with the author, the protagonist, but with the beginning of a critical situation in his undercover work. We meet him after we have a notion of what kind of situation he had been plunged into. He is using a bombing—which will lead to a death—to bring us into the story of an episode in his life when, as a rookie cop in the New York City Police Department, he was sent undercover, without training, to infiltrate an organization that had just come to the notice of the Bureau of Special Investigations, the Jewish Defense League.

Some characters in fiction or some people writing their memoirs may have had a fascinating childhood that should be covered in depth. For other characters or for yourself, you may want to whip though childhood in a few paragraphs or pages or tell significant bits and pieces of it on the fly. In the memoir Rookie Cop, the author mentions his childhood only briefly, well into the narrative, and only to explain why he chose to enter the police department. The same holds true if your novel or story is about a particular incident. You can start in the middle of World War II and go back to its beginning, to when your main character was drafted. You can start in the middle of a safari, as Hemingway did in “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber,” when the main character has just committed what he believes is an act of cowardice, fill in the beginning of the story through conversation and move to the end, where his wife blows his head off with a 6.5 Mannlicher rifle.

You have to decide your best way to open. Maybe it’s an event, a marriage or ceremony where your main characters are all assembled. Dorothy Allison in her novel, Bastard Out of Carolina,  puts all the important characters, the women in her family, inside a speeding car with the implication that something important is about to happen and with a strong sense of the social class and  regional flavor of the characters. Maybe you want to start with a moment of revelation, when everything that came before it comes suddenly into perspective and everything afterwards is seen through an enlightened perspective. Maybe your story starts with a moment of outrageous good fortune, the birth of a child; or a moment of torment, such as the death of one. Maybe it starts with a strange coincidence: seeing an old lover again after ten years or overhearing a phone call that terrifies or enlightens you.

You might start with a general statement about yourself that you hope will generate curiosity or empathy or identification in your reader. This is the opening of my memoir, Sleeping with Cats:Do I have faith in my memory? Who doesn’t? How can I not trust memory? It is as if I were to develop a mistrust for my right hand or my left foot. Yet I am quite aware that my memory is far from perfect. I frequently forget events and people that my husband Ira Wood remembers, and similarly, I remember incidents that have slipped away from him. I rarely remember things incorrectly; mostly I remember clearly or I forget completely.

I have distinct memories of events that happened before I was born or for which I was not present. This comes from having heard the stories told vividly by my mother or my grandmother when I was little and imagining those scenes and the people in them so clearly and intensely that I experience them as my own. I have precise memories of the voice and face of my mother’s father, who died ten years before my birth. Stories about him that I heard as a child were so real to me that I created him as a living personage.





In our experience, the best way to learn how to write good beginnings is to read what others have written and discover how they solved the same problems you will face. Don’t worry about imitating what they’ve written because your vision, your plot, your characters will be unique to your story. Nor should you worry about liking every beginning you read. You can learn as much from writing that you consider to be dreadful as you can from the pieces you admire.

There are a number of books on writing that emphasize the necessity of starting with a snappy first sentence. We are more  concerned with the situation you choose to begin with, and the way various writers have solved the problem of attempting to hook the reader.

Gore Vidal begins his memoir, Palimpsest, with the wedding of two members of high society in “the church of the presidents” across the avenue from the White House, where he was one of the ushers, JFK was another, and Jackie Kennedy went off to the bathroom with the bride and showed her how to douche, post-sex. Name-dropping, the hint of scandal, the promise of gossip and the insider’s view of the lives of the rich and famous, are Vidal’s hooks.

In The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, Oscar Hijuelos attempts to seduce his readers with nostalgia as he evokes the kind of inner city neighborhood few of us live in anymore. On LaSalle Street, in Brooklyn in the 1950s, kids play in the courtyard as mothers doing housework watch from their windows, everybody’s kids, not only their own. Mrs. Shannon, the Irish lady “in her perpetually soup-stained dress” calls out to Cesar to tell him his favorite episode of I Love Lucy is on, the one in which his father and uncle appeared as Cuban cousins of Desi Arnaz at the Tropicana nightclub. Most readers have heard of I Love Lucy; many would be intrigued by a young kid whose relatives were somehow attached to the show.

Piri Thomas starts his autobiographical collection of short stories set in prison, Seven Long Times, during a stick-up in a bar. He recounts the role every member of his gang had played many times before; where each man positioned himself and how they silently signaled each other, how they herded the customers against the wall and approached the bartender. But this time something goes hopelessly wrong. Curious?

Lillian Hellman begins her memoir, Pentimento, one foggy summer morning on Martha’s Vineyard when, during an ordinary swim, she is sucked under by a sudden riptide and almost drowns. She bashes her head against the pilings of a pier and, thinking she is about to die, imagines herself in a conversation with her former lover Dashiell Hammet, “a man who had been dead five years.”

Simone deBeauvoir decides to start Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter  on the day she was born. Turning the pages of a picture album, describing photographs of her proper French family, she risks losing many readers who would be fascinated with her courageous  and unorthodox life but bored by an ordinary bourgeois childhood until, describing her relationship to her little sister, she proves herself to be anything but an ordinary child. “I felt myself to be much more interesting than an infant bundled up in a cradle. I had a little sister; that doll-like creature didn’t have me.”

Cesare Casella (with Eileen Daspin) tells the story of his life in in a cookbook entitled Diary of a Tuscan Chef. Family experiences are intermingled with recipes in this memoir and in the first chapter he posits that he doesn’t exactly know where he was conceived but if he had to guess, he’d say the kitchen, and goes on to describe, in delicious sensual detail, the room, the region and the people that so influenced his life. Anyone who hungers for “dusty rounds of pecorino put up for the winter, tins of salted anchovies to eat with bread ... and liters upon liters of vino delle colline Lucchesi” cannot fail to be seduced.

William Gibson begins his cyber-punk novel Count Zero with his hero Turner being chased through the ghettos of India by an intelligent bomb called a Slamhound filled with “a kilogram of recrystallized hexogene and flaked TNT.” What’s a Slamhound exactly? Why is it chasing him? Is there such a thing as recrystallized hexogene? Who cares? Turner is blown to bits and it takes three months to put him together again, with eyes and genitals bought on the open market. It’s the speed, the violence, the absurd details of the author’s future world that keep the reader wondering, What the hell is going on?

There are beginnings that seduce simply by creating an identification between the readers and characters. In the short story “Storm,” Edna O’Brien begins with a mother, a son and his fiancée on summer holiday together. We are drawn into the mother’s thorough observation and growing jealousy of their relationship, and her admission that watching these young lovers makes her feel old. Mary Flanagan begins her story, “Cream Sauce,” with Lydia, the world’s slowest cook. Lydia likes to drink Bordeaux as she prepares dinner, while her suffering family is enticed by “tantalizing aromas accompanied by interminable waits” likely to be followed by “not infrequent failures which must, out of sheer physical necessity, be consumed.” Anybody who cooks, or lives with a cook like Lydia, would read on.




Creating An Irresistible Beginning

The decision about exactly what should be on page one of your novel or memoir is extremely critical, so don’t hesitate to experiment. In our workshops, our first assignment is to write a dynamite beginning. The catch is, it doesn’t have to be the beginning of anything you plan to finish or even to write. The goal is simply a beginning that is irresistible, that when read aloud (we ask the participants to write one page only) those hearing it will demand to know what happens next.

When we give this assignment on the first night of the workshop, people always groan. “An irresistible beginning? You’re cruel! We can’t do that!” They start to tense up, at which point Ira always tells the following story:

Some years ago, before he became a well-known essayist, a friend had received what at that time in his career was a prestigious assignment. He had been hired by a national environmental organization to write the cover copy to accompany their annual Beaches of the World calendar and he was to be paid a very large stipend. I was excited for him and asked, every time I saw him, how it was going. The first time, he said he was doing his research, walking local beaches and driving down to Connecticut and up to Maine when time allowed. The next time I asked, he said he was considering a trip to Florida, stopping on the way to visit the beaches of Cape Hatteras. A couple of weeks later, he still hadn’t started the piece and when he said he was pondering a trip to the Pacific Northwest coast, I understood that under the weight of succeeding brilliantly, he had tied himself into a knot and was afraid to start.

“You just have to ask yourself one thing,” I told him. “Who the hell reads a calendar?”

Later, he told me he began the piece the next day and finished it soon after.

You have to remember not to take yourself too seriously. In this exercise, we’re asking you to make up a beginning that doesn’t necessarily lead to anything; hence, it may be the beginning of nothing. No beginning (especially something that is the beginning of nothing) is chiseled in stone. You can tear it up, rewrite it, place it in the middle of the piece, save it as something you might use  later on. The trick is simply to begin. If you don’t begin, you will never finish. Moreover, be real; nothing you are likely to write will become as important as the Bill of Rights or the Magna Carta or even War and Peace. And even if it should become important, it wouldn’t have if you did not begin. Remember, you can always change what you write, but if you don’t write it, there’s nothing to improve upon. So now, begin!




Exercise: Beginning in a Different Place

Take a story you have already written. It can be the first chapter of a novel or a memoir; it can be a short story. This is an exercise most easily carried out on a computer. Try starting the story in various different places and print it out each time to see what you have. Did you find a better, more engaging beginning?




Exercise: Changing the Plan of Attack

Again, take a story you have already written. Try starting the story then in a completely different way. If you began with a general scene setting or narration, plunge us immediately into an ongoing situation. If you began in the middle of a situation, try starting with dialog, something striking or startling or intriguing that one of your characters says, and then launch into the scene or into the story. See with each choice what happens to your story. You may find you need things you did not include before or that, more likely, you can cut whole paragraphs and perhaps whole pages.




Where to Start the Story of Your Life

As we suggested earlier, you want to start a memoir with an event that was involving, intriguing, dramatic; something that arouses curiosity or surprise or amusement. But how do you choose one event out of all those that comprised a long life? It seems overwhelming. Remember that the place you start writing need not be what will become page one of the story. You can change it later on. Nor do you have to begin chronologically. You can start anyplace at all in your life. Here are some exercises that might get your engine going.




Exercise: Finding an Emotionally Moving Event

Perhaps you should start with an event that you found emotionally moving in some way. Maybe it was a traumatic event—a time in your life when you felt in danger or when what you cared for most was ripped from you or you were afraid it would be taken from you. Perhaps it was a sickness—your own, your partner’s, your mother’s, your brother’s. Or it was a death—a family member, a friend, a lover, even an enemy? Or a stranger whose death you witnessed?

 

Perhaps it was something that deeply shamed you—a party thrown for you to which no one came. A time you were caught publicly in a lie. Perhaps you had invented yourself a family that sounded more interesting than your own, and now your parents stand before your friends and you are unmasked. Perhaps you pretended to have attended a better school than you had or to have earned a degree, when in fact you dropped out before commencement. Maybe you lied to get a job. Or lied to impress a possible lover. Maybe you tried to make yourself important in some other social context.

 

Perhaps it was something that made you so happy you could not believe you had won that prize, that award; that the person you had been daydreaming about suddenly turned and indicated that they were aware of you, too, and interested. Perhaps you suddenly inherited or were given something you had always wanted but never expected to possess. Perhaps you were plucked from an insignificant role to take over the lead in a theater production or a business project.

 

It’s possible you came face to face with an old phobia or a latent fear—of a fierce guard dog suddenly loosed into your path, a feral animal such as a bear encountered on a trail. Or did you waken in the night to smoke and flames and only seconds to figure an escape route and grab a baby, wake your mother, grab your cat or dog? Perhaps your tire went flat late at night on a country road in the years before cell phones and you had to figure out what to do. Perhaps you woke up to sounds of an intruder.

Maybe a strong experience was that time you had a sudden and powerful breakthrough in your personal life, your work, your creativity, your understanding. A strong religious or mystical experience can work in this manner, although this sort of event is extremely hard to describe in a way that others can understand—but some writers have been able to do so successfully. A sudden move to a higher level in some manner of performance can feel magical and strongly empowering. Sometimes the Aha! moment, the click, is one that is political or philosophical. This is not as easy to render dramatically as many of the other types of experiences we have considered, but it can be done. Remember Helen Keller.

 

All of these “supposes” are dramatic places in which you might be able to enter your life and start writing about it. Any one of them might be page one, or might eventually be turned into a scene or two in the heart of your matter. But sometimes a time and place in our lives with a strong emotional resonance is a scene we can pry ourselves into and begin to write about.




A Fictional Version Of The Same Exercise:

Instead of mining your life for a traumatic or otherwise emotionally compelling scene, you can give entrance to a character who has been giving you difficulty by doing the same thing with him or her. You pick out an outstandingly powerful and emotional scene, a time that shook them for good or ill. You write that scene as a door into that character. Writing them in action and reaction at a pivotal point in their lives may give you a handle on the character and help make that person you are creating more real and far more vivid to you. Any of the events we suggested above are excellent for this exercise, or choose an event of your own that has equally powerful emotional resonance.





End of sample
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