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Introduction

A man I know wrote an essay about friendships after divorce that was published in a national online magazine. It doesn’t matter whether the essay was well written or achieved its intentions or furthered thought on its subject. Those parts are at least somewhat subjective. Think, for instance, of Jonathan Franzen. Do you love his work? Do you not understand why others love his work? These types of reader perceptions don’t matter for the purposes of this book. What does matter is that the essay the man published led to him losing his job. While he received many messages from people who found his essay helpful, moving, and relatable, a group of people in his local writing community were outraged because he wrote about three of them in order to further his point. Their names were changed, and no one outside of the local writing community would be able to infer their identities. But people complained and some made threats, and eventually the board of the nonprofit he worked for fired him, largely because of the essay.

A woman I know wrote an essay about her affair. She and her husband were still married, but she believed that the story of her affair and how she chose to end it was important for others, for the choices they might make. She believed that the realizations she had come to, having gone through the affair, were indispensable for others in similar situations. She published the essay obscurely, and she truly hoped her husband wouldn’t find it. He wasn’t much of a reader. He didn’t find it. But someone who knew him did find it, and that person forwarded the essay to him in an e-mail. The writer and her husband are now divorced, and there are few things she regrets more in her life than having published that essay.

I have a story, too, albeit a very different one. I wrote my memoir Loose Girl: A Memoir of Promiscuity out of need. I could not not write it. Only after I sent it to my agent and he started shopping the book to editors did it occur to me what I’d done. I wasn’t worried about the sex I discussed. I was worried about my parents. My God, my parents! I’d written as compassionately as I could about them, but they had both made terrible mistakes as parents. They were both very limited in their parenting, and as an adolescent, that affected me pretty seriously.

When the book was in review-copy form, I sent one to each of my divorced parents with notes of warning. I promised them that I had no intention of hurting them by writing the book. I explained that memoir is a story of one’s own memories, and I did my best to stay true to my story, even if it hurt them and even if their memories were different from mine. My father was the first to get back to me. He joked, “Why would I read this book? It’s a story of my daughter’s sex life, and I come off like a jerk.” He said it with a smile. It was his way of giving me his blessing. My mother took a different route. She read the book, and she surprised me by apologizing for that time in our lives. It was the beginning of a gradual openness in our conversations. It occurs to me now that had I not taken the risk of publishing Loose Girl, my mother and I never would have reached our current level of intimacy.

The power of words is astounding. They are just words: letters grouped together to make meanings that are knitted together to make a story. Memoir is really just a story about you and ultimately about others in your life. Words have the potential to injure or incense the people who are most important to you. But they can also transform lives positively.

Since I started giving talks and readings as a memoirist, and as I began teaching the craft of memoir, listeners and students continue to want most to know about this phenomena of writing about others. How do I write about other people without hurting them, without losing people or things I love? It would be easy to assume that one should write whatever they have to write, that they should publish whatever they want to put out there. But the truth is never so simple. Over the years, students have shared some of the terrifying potential consequences of publishing their stories. An ex-husband could take full custody of the children. A father could sue for millions. A daughter may estrange herself from her mother. The question is not about whether you, as a writer, have a right to tell your story. The question is whether art is more important than personal loss, whether the benefit to your readers, who are mostly complete strangers, is more important than someone you love, or even someone you don’t love, getting emotionally hurt.

When students and readers ask me these questions, I often feel at a loss as to how to answer. The truth is that I don’t know. Perhaps I lucked out when my parents supported me after Loose Girl came out. I still don’t know how the book might affect my sons, whose friends might get wind that their mother wrote a book about sex. I also don’t know how my second memoir about my autistic son will affect him or his brother as they grow. These sorts of questions tumble around in my mind, even as I move on to my third memoir.

I once told my students that they are hurting other people all the time anyway, so why not make art as they do? But I’m not sure that accepting the possibility that you will hurt people is the only solution to the problem of writing about other people. I believe that, like most problems, there are many approaches to handling the question of whether and how to write about other people, which led me to write this book. Herein, I interviewed close to sixty memoirists residing in the United States about how they dealt with the process of writing about those close to them. Their answers were enlightening, sometimes surprising, and always helpful. And the conversations were rich with tremendous passion for the craft of memoir.

We have no rule book for how to handle writing about other people, and certainly this book isn’t one either. But in this book you will find the words and experiences of memoirists who have grappled with the myriad of questions and issues inherent to writing about others. Some may choose to read the book in its entirety, relishing and pulling wisdom from the many stories that memoirists shared for this book. Others may choose to read select chapters based on their own writing struggles. The book is broken down by specific subjects that memoirs may address: family, lovers and spouses, friends, children, sex and drugs. Included are thought-provoking essays by other writers about what happened to them as they wrote, completed, and published their memoirs and personal essays. I’ve also included a chapter that explores the legalities of including other people in your writing. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find questions and exercises to help you explore your own memoir-writing process.

If stories can save, which I believe they can, then my greatest hope for my readers is that they find what they need in order to tell their own stories. Memoirs matter. Your story matters. But writing a memoir is also a tricky, tangled journey. My hope is that this book will help you head bravely into those woods.


CHAPTER ONE
truth and dare
ARE YOU READY TO WRITE A MEMOIR?

“Memoir isn’t the summary of a life; it’s a window into a life, very much like a photograph in its selective composition. It may look like a casual and even random calling up of bygone events. It’s not; it’s a deliberate construction.”

—WILLIAM ZINSSER, ON WRITING WELL

WHAT IS MEMOIR?

In the years that I’ve been writing and teaching memoir, I’ve found that many people don’t quite understand what memoir is. It might be helpful to start by discussing what memoir is not. Memoir is not autobiography, which is a person’s entire life story. I once had a student who thought that memoir was the same as autobiography. She started her book by detailing how she was born one evening during a snowstorm. Her plan was to write about her entire life, from birth until the present day. She had grown up in poverty in Mexico, immigrated to the United States, met a wealthy man who treated her badly, and had three children, all grown now. Eventually her husband had died, and she had moved back to Mexico, where she now hoped to write a book chronicling her journey. While talking with her, I suggested that no one in the publishing world would care about her whole life. She wasn’t a celebrity of any sort, an Olympic medalist, or a well-known politician. She was simply a person, like you are, like I am, with a bunch of stories she wanted to tell. Unfortunately she assumed memoir was a good format to tell all of her stories, and she was deeply offended by my comments. But as Isaac Bashevis Singer wrote in Love and Exile: A Memoir, “Actually, the true story of a person’s life can never be written. It is beyond the power of literature. The full tale of any life would be both utterly boring and utterly unbelievable.” He refers here not just to the difference between autobiography and memoir but also to the fact that a memoir must be crafted and shaped, like clay into sculpture.

Here is another way to think about what memoir is not. Many times, people tell me, “I want to write a memoir because my life has been crazy/exciting/adventurous/horrible/unbelievable.” But that’s not a reason to write a memoir. It might be a reason to write fiction, but not a memoir. A memoir is not a collection of cool stories. It is not a chaotic or fascinating adventure. A memoir grows from the wild desire to make sense of what has happened to you. A memoir is, by definition, the story of the author’s memories as he works to understand some aspect of his life.

Memoirs aren’t just journaling, though. The words you write must matter beyond the page. By necessity of the genre, other people have to care about your story as they care about their own. As you make sense of your story, you’re providing a way for others to make sense of their stories.

Many think the difference between memoir and fiction is that one is true and the other is made up, but memoir is actually more complicated than that. Journalists and historians aim to be factual. Memoirists do, too, but facts matter much less than the author’s experience of the events. Mary Karr notes in The Liars’ Club: A Memoir, “Memoir is not an act of history but an act of memory, which is innately corrupt.” So even though a memoir tells the story of a person’s memories, which conceivably are from real-life events that actually happened, not everyone will have experienced the events the same way. Your sister was there when Dad and Mom had that epic argument, but she might see it as one of the worst days in her childhood, while you saw it as the breaking point that finally led to their divorce, which freed you from their miserable relationship.

In Dani Shapiro’s Los Angeles Times essay “Speak, Memory,” she discusses her first efforts to write what eventually became her book Slow Motion: A Memoir of a Life Rescued by Tragedy. She unearthed her girlhood journals, thinking they would help her find the story, but she found that they weren’t helpful at all—instead she found a bunch of sad, adolescent feelings that no one would care to hear. As Shapiro explains below, she found her story when she realized that her memoir’s narrator wasn’t that young Dani but the older Dani, the woman who made sense of the young Dani’s life.


I discovered that memoir is not a document of fact. It isn’t a linear narrative of what happened so much as a document of the moment in which it is written. The present moment acts almost as a transparency, an overlay resting atop the writer’s history. The interplay of these two planes—the present and the past, the me now and the me then—create the narrative and the voice. One can’t exist without the other.1



The narrator—personified by that interplay between now and then—is what makes a memoir matter to its readers. The narrator is the one who allows the reader to care about the story and see herself on the page.

WHY WRITE A MEMOIR?

I noted above that we write memoirs to make sense of the things that have happened to us. We come back again and again to a theme, a concept, or a nagging notion about something we have experienced. In The Liars’ Club, Mary Karr saw that her life had been shaped by storytelling. In This Boy’s Life: A Memoir, Tobias Wolff came to understand that his stepfather’s physical and emotional abuse led him to become who he is today. In The Year of Magical Thinking, Joan Didion recognized that the year following her husband’s death was molded by her tendency to deny the loss. All memoirists use writing to understand their lives.

We also write memoirs to recognize the ways in which we are like others. When I was in graduate school for writing, my professor, the phenomenal writer Ehud Havazelet, said something that has since woven itself into my writing life: Exile is the most human of experiences. All human beings ache to be less alone, to be connected to others, and writers aim to do so through their work. Memoir writers are no different. We want to find that place in our art where our words allow intimacy with our readers. As they read our words, we want them to think, Yes. That’s it. That’s exactly how I feel, too.

We also write memoirs to enlighten others. We want to contribute to the dialogue about the human experience and find epiphanies, openings, and expansions in our understandings of others and ourselves. Lynn Beisner, who writes personal essays, explains how writing about yourself can shape your identity.


The act of writing in and of itself has the power to reify ideas and the power to strongly shape what we remember or how we frame events. Micro-sociologists have discovered that the stories … we tell ourselves about our lives, our internal biographies, literally shape our future. … When you write a narrative about a relationship, you are deciding not just how you will remember it but also how it will impact your future. It is like pouring quick-drying concrete over a memory; it reifies something complex in just one of the many ways it could be viewed. And that is both the gift and the problem with writing our narratives.



We can also challenge accepted and repeated ideas about who we are. In other words, telling your story provides an opportunity to take on the cultural or familial narratives that have long been accepted as truth.

Memoir is often accused of being narcissistic, but this is a false assumption. The most important relationship in memoir is the one between the writer and the reader. The words on the page serve as a conduit for communication between these two parties. In other words, memoir focuses more on the people who will read the memoir than on the person writing the memoir.

With that in mind, memoir writers must determine whom they’re writing for. Is the writing just for you? Is it to exact revenge on a certain family member? If so, you shouldn’t be writing this memoir, at least not yet. Consider your readers. You want them to be engaged with the words, and you want them to put down the book having learned something about themselves or the world beyond.

ARE YOU READY?

Should you wait to write the memoir? There isn’t an easy or “correct” answer to this question. Even if you’ve determined that you are writing your memoir for people besides yourself, you should reflect on several other factors before beginning.

EMOTIONAL STATE

First, consider your emotional state. Many memoirs are explorations of traumatic experiences. For example, Kathryn Harrison’s book The Kiss: A Memoir describes the author’s four-year incestuous affair with her father; Jarhead: A Marine’s Chronicle of the Gulf War and Other Battles by Anthony Swofford recounts the hell of war in 1990s Saudi Arabia; Down These Mean Streets by Piri Thomas details the author’s experiences with drugs, street fighting, armed robbery, and prison. These authors surely could not have written their stories while experiencing them; they all needed time to process what had happened to them.

For some, waiting to write leads to better crafting and understanding of the story. For others, waiting to write protects their emotional health; writing too soon would be traumatizing. Judy Huddleston, author of Love Him Madly: An Intimate Memoir of Jim Morrison, said, “Let the dust settle. You need more time than seems necessary to process major life events. It seems like I’m running two decades behind, which may be more than needed.” Digging into messy memories will inevitably bring up discomfort, but writers should be aware of the real risk. If it drives you to a truly dark place, you should probably wait in order to develop more worthwhile reflections for both you and your readers.

Yet some others wrote their memoirs while living them. I did so while writing Seeing Ezra: A Mother’s Story of Autism, Unconditional Love, and the Meaning of Normal, and as a result I captured the emotional freshness of my experience. Lynn Beisner recommends that writers be judicious when choosing the right time to begin a memoir.


That is both the gift and the problem with writing our narratives. The stories … we tell ourselves about our life are supposed to change over time. The perfect example of this is divorce narratives. In the year just after the end of a marriage, the story that a person is likely to tell him- or herself is likely to follow a very distinct pattern and to be very emotionally charged. Ten years after a divorce, most divorce narratives are less black-and-white, less emotionally charged, and much more generous to both parties. When we commit to a narrative by writing about it and even further lock it down by publishing that account, we are in some ways committing … to tell[ing] ourselves and others that story about our life for the rest of our lives. The gift about these locked-down narratives is that some stories need to be told and locked down before time fades them and leads us to remember either only good things or only bad things, depending on our disposition. Nostalgia does funny things to human memories, as we see in war stories. Ten years after soldiers fought in bloody, gruesome, and inhumane battles, they will somehow remember them as the best days of their lives. There are some narratives that need to be locked down before time scabs over the pain.



Every story needs to be told at a certain time, and each story deserves that consideration before it enters the world. The answer to when your story needs to be told is only partially based on whether you already have a completed arc in your life; you must also understand your emotional relationship with the material.

RESPONSES AND REACTIONS

When my agent finished reading the manuscript of my first memoir, he called me to ask, “Are you sure?” Was I sure? Of course I was sure! I had slaved over my computer for months. I had pulled out my hair for years before that trying to find the story I was desperate to tell. After the book came out, though, I understood what he had meant. I never could have guessed the responses I got from family, friends, and complete strangers, some phenomenally good, some truly horrible. You can’t predict what reactions you will receive, but you can be guaranteed you will get some. Memoirists can (and often should!) change names and identifying details, but most people close to you, or previously close to you, will know whom you’re writing about. Consider the following questions as you move forward with your project, all of which are explored in more detail in this book. The chapter or chapters listed in parentheses after the question indicate where you can find more information.


	Am I ready to take responsibility for my story (chapters one and two)?

	Do I need to consider waiting for certain people to pass away (chapter two)?

	Am I ready to reveal so much about myself, especially the bad stuff (chapters five and six)?

	Am I ready to expose other people’s lives (chapters two, three, four, and six)?

	Am I willing to risk my job (chapters five, seven, and eight)?

	Am I willing to risk my reputation (chapters five and eight)?



However, maybe your project matters more than the potential reactions or consequences, and you want to get it out there. Maybe you have a way of looking at experiences that others would benefit from. Maybe your memoir could help your career, e.g., if you’re a writing teacher or English professor.

Cheryl Strayed, author of the best-selling memoirs Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail and Tiny Beautiful Things: Advice on Love and Life from Dear Sugar, shared her experience of writing about her mother after she died.


It’s much easier to write about people after they’re dead, the prime reason being, of course, that you can’t hurt, offend, or enrage a dead person. You can tell your entire truth about him or her without directly impacting the relationship. There’s a great liberation in that. In a strange way, their story belongs to you. Another layer is that if you do your work right—by which I mean your personal work, your grief work, your emotional work, your forgiveness and sorrow and acceptance work—the death of a family member can allow you to understand things about the individual and your relationship with him or her more clearly and complexly than you likely would [have] if he or she were still alive. It sounds simple, but it’s truly profound: When people die they are gone forever. It’s the end. It isn’t a breakup. It’s never ever again, though your relationship with the deceased continues in another, interior and invisible, realm. Everything that happened in your life with that person is in the past, and yet your understanding of what happened continues to evolve and deepen over time. That gained wisdom will enrich your work as a writer. It can also be healing to write about someone who’s no longer alive. My mom died when she was forty-five and I was twenty-two, and she’s been a main subject in my writing over many years. I couldn’t not write about her. I loved her so much I brought her back to life in my writing. I gave her back to myself by giving her to the world.



FICTION VS. NONFICTION

You own your story, but maybe memoir isn’t the right form in which to tell it. A number of authors, including myself, have chosen to write versions of their stories as fiction. Kathryn Harrison did in Thicker Than Water. So did Dorothy Allison in Bastard Out of Carolina. So did many, many more. Fiction is as steeped in truth as any memoir. The difference is that you can make up your own ending. You can have your character live out your life slightly differently than you actually did. In the end, perhaps you care more about sharing the core truth of your story, which can be explored fictionally, than recording the precise events from which it is drawn. In fiction, you aren’t expected to remember every detail of the conversation you had with your sister or whether you waited twenty or thirty minutes for the train. The core truth remains in the heart of the story, even if you alter events or details. However, keep in mind that in both fiction and memoir, the relationship you have with your audience is based on the understanding of whether this story actually happened.

Consider your story: Is it the general dynamic of the story that matters, or is your specific experience essential? What form is best for conveying the material? How will this story be told best? The only real difference between fiction and nonfiction is the audience and what they expect to understand about you and your experiences after closing the book. Your stated genre is a pact between you and your reader. This is your real story, or it isn’t. Beth Kephart wrote, “When you draw from real life for the purposes of fiction, you have to be willing to discard details that have mattered deeply, to blur edges of the truth, to shape newly.” Are you willing to do that with your story? If you choose to write a memoir, you are tacitly promising readers that you will be careful with their hearts, the subject matter, and the genre itself.


EXERCISES


	Why do you want to write a memoir? Include your personal, interpersonal, and any larger societal motivations for your writing.

	Write down your top concerns about your memoir. What are your fears? How might you and others benefit from your memoir?

	Make a list of memories and events that you think are vital to your story. What makes each of these memories and events important to you and your narrative?

	What aspects of your story do you think would resonate with others? Is there a larger social dialogue or universal experience that your memoir would be part of?






MEMOIR POSTPONED

Janet Clare

I was married to a writer. A good one, but who cares? I’ve never written a word about him, although of course, I have. From the safe distance of fiction, one of those things you just have to get out of the way. No longer bitter, too many years gone by for that. I never really hated him, even though he deserved it, deserved exposure. He’d had an affair, then confessed—after leaving evidence to be found—smiling hopelessly, goon faced, “She’s young, and she loves me.” Then he followed it up by paraphrasing Hemingway (because he was so very, very literary), “I wished I’d died before loving anyone else.” Did he not know I’d read that line, too? Don’t try to pass off stuff as your own. Here, now, midbattle. Unforgivable. I threw the requisite number of items across the living room. Mostly soft, nothing valuable, nothing I really cared about. Then I retreated silently. Went off, went on.

As a reader, I always adored writers. Fancied I might grow up to be one. But riddled with the usual insecurities and then married to what I’d thought of as the greater talent and a full-on narcissist, there was never enough room under the same roof, not enough air. And so I supported him. I created a business I knew nothing about. I worked hard. He didn’t know how to find my office. He farted around. I trusted in his talent, not knowing history was littered with women who gave up or gave in to the so-called better artist. But sometimes you lost it all. Your own dreams and the ones you shared.

Several years after our divorce, he published a book. In a bunch of languages. Nonfiction. Historical. Hysterical. In a tailspin, upset at being upset, I saw a therapist. I was like the wife who put her husband through medical school and then he skips with nursie. After the end, it didn’t end. I spotted him in Paris, thought I was hallucinating. I traveled to Africa and he showed up, figuratively, but still spinning. I nearly fell off the elephant.

So, now what if I wrote the story, the real one? The one where he turned a blind eye while the famous English director he idolized put his hand under my skirt as the three of us boarded the fragile London elevator? Or the one where he careened down the street, drunk, and landed in a posh L.A. jail? Or, crème de la crème, how about the baby? Oh, yes, there was a baby. So many stories. Maybe it was time. What if I called him out? What would it matter? We no longer shared the same name. Not because I remarried, which I did. But because by now I had so many names, my choice as a writer was to string them all together like the Russians or go back to the one I was born with, to just me.

Delicious. This idea now rooting in my brain. Write a memoir. Dredge it up; bring it all back. To what end, I wonder. Not my style, self-indulgent. No one cared about the laundry list of my life. Boring. Or maybe not. Maybe funny, maybe harrowing, maybe okay.

Janet Clare escaped the garment business where she was owner and designer of a children’s-wear company, a business for which she was neither trained nor schooled. Building on that premise, she went on to fulfill her lifelong desire to write, and five years later her first novel, Afterthought, was picked up by a New York agent. She thought her troubles were over. They were not. But too late; she was in it forever. Her short fiction and essays have appeared in print anthologies. A native New Yorker, she currently lives and works in Los Angeles, where she is completing her third novel and looking for a new agent.




BELIEVABLE

R. Bonwell Parker

I had sat on a killer story for a full five years after I first workshopped it in a college writing class. I had been told the story on a road trip by a man who had a reputation for embellishing stories—my father—as we drove from Idaho to Ohio for his twenty-fifth class reunion. It was a great story, to be sure, with adventure, intrigue, romance, and just a few too many factoids that made him seem a far more influential person than the struggling shopkeeper who had raised me. Among the less believable parts of his story involved single-handedly founding the first thespian society in Columbus and blowing the town away when he cast as the lead in his first play a sociopathic thug whom the school locked in the basement during school hours. He claimed to have done this when he was sixteen.

I listened to his story for several hours, enjoying it as much as I would enjoy any fiction, as his story took him through more adventures than Forrest Gump, until he had to disappear after a standoff between him and an overzealous California sheriff. It was a well-told story, not only cohesive but memorable as well. Then, when we arrived in Columbus, he introduced me to his old high school friend, a convict who had been given a day release to attend the high school reunion. He refused to provide his real name and insisted that his prison time was just a cover for a secret CIA mission. My father and I sat with this strange man as he proceeded to corroborate the entire Ohio-based portion of my father’s tall tale.

After the reunion, my father took me on a tour of the oldest standing theater in Columbus, and they even let him take me up into the rafters, where he showed me the grip directives written in white grease pen, in his handwriting, twenty-seven years earlier, when he had founded the theater as a teenager.

I told him that I had to write his story before it was gone forever. He was reluctant, as he wasn’t sure if the statutes of limitations had expired on all of his offenses.

“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “Nobody is going to think your story is real.”

As it happened, I was more right than I thought. I wrote his tale into a short story and presented it to the workshop at my school.

The criticism was consistent. “I’m sorry,” each of them said in turn, “this story just isn’t believable. I mean, I understand that it’s a fictional story, but it just doesn’t make sense.” They struggled so greatly to accept the story that they didn’t even comment on my style or structure. Their only advice was that I needed to take it down a notch before they could really accept the story.

The professor overseeing the workshop tried his best to provide some positive feedback. “You’re obviously setting this in a sort of dystopian alternate reality,” he told me. “But the feel of it is as if it took place in the sixties, or maybe the seventies, in our past. Perhaps you could add some futuristic technology or even put it on another planet, so we understand it’s not supposed to be realistic?”

For three years, I struggled with the story. What fascinated me about it was the understanding that it was exactly what happened thirty years earlier. I didn’t want to make it cartoonish; I wanted people to believe it. But how could I make it more believable when it was already based on a true story?

Eventually I shelved the story. I moved on to journalism, taking a part-time job as a music reviewer and setting aside my aspirations as a novelist. Five years later, I found out that one of my classmates from college was promoting his new book and would be doing a reading at Powell’s Books. I went to the reading, unsure if he would remember me. Not only did he remember me, he picked me out of the crowd after he finished his reading.

“Robert,” he greeted me, “how are your stories going?”

“I’m doing music journalism now,” I told him, trying to sound excited about where my writing had gone.

“No!” he said. “What happened to your California story?”

“Couldn’t make it believable,” I said. “I’m surprised you remember it.”

He gave me a look. “That was a crazy story,” he said. “It’s one of the few stories that has ever really stuck with me.”

“Maybe I’ll give it another shot,” I said.

“Do!” he encouraged me. He gave me his card and told me to let him know when the story was done, and he offered to show it to his publisher.

Motivated by his words, I started spending my afternoons in the library, staring at a blank screen for hours at a time. He may have liked my story, but I was no closer to knowing how to write it. How do you make a story believable that nobody believes? After a couple weeks of futility, I went for the Hail Mary of book writing: I went to the “book-writing” section of the library to find help.

Find help I did, but not in the form of a book. Browsing through the section was a young, lean teenager in a striped shirt, scanning the rows of self-help books with a hunger in his eyes that I knew I hadn’t experienced in years.

I’m not a social person, so I mumbled some incomprehensible sounds in an effort to excuse myself as I reached past him and pulled a couple of books off the shelf.

He looked at the books I’d pulled. “No, no, no, no, no,” he said, taking one of the books out of my hand and putting it back. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Her first piece of advice is ‘meet with your editor daily.’ Nobody that has lunch every day with an editor needs help with their writing; they’re already there.”

I mumbled something that was meant to be thanks and took the other book to my computer. He must have followed me, because as I sat at my computer, he was sitting across from me.

“My name’s Tyrone,” he said excitedly in a voice that I never could have used in a library, even if we were the only two people in the room.

“Robert,” I said.

“What are you working on, Robert?” he asked.

I told him about the basics of my story, how I’d tried before but nobody found it believable.

“That’s mad!” he exclaimed. “Okay, okay, let’s start from the beginning. So he tells you this story on the road. Let’s start there.”

I had a voice in
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