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            Introduction

         
         How We Do It is not a conventional anthology of craft essays. Our request of the writers in these pages was a statement quite literally
            explaining how they go about making what they make. What happens to move things from a blank page to a beautiful book? So
            this is a book of answers—answers to questions new writers ask every day about how to produce writing that proves their very
            identity as a practitioner. In other words, this is a book for anyone who is a student of the craft. More particularly, though,
            this is a book for younger and newer Black writers in undergraduate and graduate workshops and in absolutely no workshop at
            all. We hope teachers find these words useful for their students, and we hope students who have yet to find their teachers
            learn from these thirty-two pieces born out of absolute generosity and hope for the future of Black writing.
         

         
         We have arranged this volume in a way that we hope defies supposed boundaries set by genre. I am certain there is news for
            the poet in the essay on vernacular by Daniel Omotosho Black. I believe the poet Evie Shockley is indeed in conversation with
            the filmmaker Barry Jenkins. That certainty and that belief come from how much I learned about my own work and my own attempts
            at work from the process of reading and organizing these essays. This is a book I wish existed twenty years ago. I would have
            led an easier life if it had.
         

         
         How We Do It is divided into eight sections, with a range of essays in each: “Who Your People?,” “What You Got?,” “Where You At?,” “How
            You Living?,” “What It Look Like?,” “Who You With?,” “How to Read,” and “Going Back.” The titles here are intended to communicate
            the fact that these sections could not be narrowed down to the kind of jargon with which writers are accustomed. We weren’t
            going to name the sections “voice,” “tone,” “setting,” “character,” or “good advice” because every essay here gets at more
            than any single topic. “Who Your People?,” for instance, includes meditations on characterization and speech. It has bare-bones,
            real-time directives from Crystal Wilkinson, like “when you begin to talk about your characters as if they are members of
            your family, then you’ve got it right,” and an exhaustive list of questions any writer may want to answer when envisioning
            the full, human life of someone imagined. “What You Got?” is a section on the uses of personal and communal experiences in
            writing, no matter how traumatic or dire those experiences may be. Here, Hurston/Wright Foundation founder and writer Marita
            Golden advises, “To write your story well, you must fully understand and be willing to stand up for its significance and necessity.”
         

         
         The next section, “Where You At?,” elucidates the possibilities for place, environment, and region in our literature. It is
            also the section where it becomes clear that these writers do not always agree and very often seem to be talking to one another
            directly. W. Ralph Eubanks discusses how a poem by the former poet laureate Natasha Trethewey continues to teach him how to
            make Mississippi itself tantamount to the role of a character in his essays. This is followed by an essay by Trethewey herself,
            in which she recalls:
         

         
         
            My mother had come of age in Mississippi during the era of Jim Crow and at the height of the Civil Rights Movement. She had grown up steeped in the metaphors that comprised the mind of the South—the white South—and thus had not missed the paradox of my birth on Confederate Memorial Day: a child of miscegenation, a word that entered the American lexicon during the Civil War in a pamphlet. It had been conceived as a hoax by a couple of journalists to drum up opposition to Lincoln’s re-election through the threat of amalgamation and mongrelization. When I was born, my parents’ marriage was illegal in Mississippi and as many as twenty other states in the nation, rendering me illegitimate in the eyes of the law, persona non grata. My father was traveling out of town for work, so she made the short trip from my grandmother’s house to Gulfport Memorial Hospital, as planned, without him. On her way to the segregated ward, she could not help but take in the tenor of the day, witnessing the barrage of rebel flags lining the streets, flanking the Confederate monument: private citizens, lawmakers, Klansmen hoisting them in Gulfport and small towns all across Mississippi . . . 

            Sequestered on the Colored floor, my mother knew the nation was changing, but slowly. She knew . . . I would have to journey toward an understanding
               of myself, my place in the world, with the invisible burdens of history, borne on the back of metaphor, the language that
               sought to name and thus constrain me. I would be both bound to and propelled by it. She knew that if I could not parse the
               metaphorical thinking of the time and place into which I’d entered, I could be defeated by it.
            

         

         And yes, it was important for us to include previously published work from some of our greatest writers so that we were always
            contextualizing our contributors in a long tradition and a widely vast current moment. For instance, a 1979 interview with
            Ernest J. Gaines (and Callaloo editor Charles H. Rowell) also appears in this section. Gaines is clear about his need “to be with the land—not only with the people but to be with the land. I come back not as an objective observer, but as someone who must come back in order to write about Louisiana.” And beyond that need, he discusses how he decides on point of view and his appreciation for adaptation. Of course, I have questions about what Gaines means when he associates “bad” writing with “too many” Black Arts Movement writers (as if excellence is characteristic of more writers from any other movement). 

         
         Our “How You Living?” section shows writers’ habits and ways of moving through the world such that their lives are open to
            inspiration and play. Here, Camille T. Dungy quips, “The first thing a writer needs to do is to learn how to pay attention.”
            Our “What It Look Like?” section follows with actual writing exercises from Tony Medina and Afaa Michael Weaver, and a full
            discussion on the uses of form in any genre from Tiphanie Yanique. I’m probably proudest of gathering the “Who You With?”
            section, which is ultimately about empathy and collaboration. How do we write those who are supposedly and obviously different
            from ourselves? How do we maintain creative partnerships with those who audiences might not expect? Is it possible to speak
            for the community through our work?
         

         
         The final two sections are meant to help move writers toward making use of well-known advice I am not sure everyone understands. In public forums since the dawn of Q&As, writers have been asked their advice for those interested in learning the craft. Quite often and no matter who is asked, the answer is “read.” Read more. Read widely. “How to Read” begins to get at what to do with all that reading and how to translate it into well-wrought writing. Angela Flournoy discusses how reading frees us to write grief and tragedy as we feel it and not as if there is some prescribed way to do it right. Terrance Hayes’s journals show us how to live in the world of tradition, how to ingest as much of the past literature as we can, as if it is air. Carl Phillips’s long essay provides example after example of what syntax is and how to employ it given one’s reading of it in other work. 

         
         In our final section, “Going Back,” Elizabeth Nunez discusses how literature (and Shakespeare in particular) taught her to
            write and how to write plot. Her essay offers a series of litmus tests for anyone who is wondering if what they made actually
            works with sentences like “Plot is the arrangement of events in a story to achieve a desired effect” and “Plot is not simply
            about the clever arrangement of events in a story. It is about how these events affect the character. It is about the character’s
            journey through these events.” She is joined by Mitchell S. Jackson and Charles Johnson, who write about going back with the
            freshest of eyes to revise our work.
         

         
         In all, How We Do It is a kind of selfish gift. I want you to have what I always wanted. Here is an anthology that gives us modes to try on the
            way we might wear and change clothing. And these wonderful writers are proof that nothing ever beat a failure but a try.
         

         
         Jericho Brown

         
         Atlanta, Georgia

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Who Your People?
Characterization and Vernacular

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Rhythm in Writing

            Daniel Omotosho Black

         
         
         I’ve always loved the rhythm of Black vernacular. It’s in the preacher’s hoop, Black women’s talk at kitchen tables, Black
            men’s guttural laughter in barbershops, the sway and clapping of the Black church choir. We are a people who move and have
            our being in metered time. That’s no secret. Writers and scholars have documented this phenomenon since the 1960s. What is elusive is how to capture this pace, this cadence on paper. It’s not simply an issue of writing in Ebonics. Rather, it’s
            the ability to seize the reader’s consciousness and move it in musical time. That, my friend, is a literary craft, a stylistic
            device, that is hell to master.
         

         
         But it’s not impossible. Some Black writers are known for it. Morrison comes to mind as do John Edgar Wideman and Sonia Sanchez.
            Indeed, the 1960s Black Arts writers germinated in a time and space where the aesthetic emphasis centered around Black pathos.
            In other words, these writers meant to translate the beauty of Black idiomatic expression into literary artistic production.
            And this is the creative achievement contemporary Black writers inherit. However, mimicking it is another story.
         

         
         It seems the first secret is in the consciousness of word choice. Check out this sentence.

         
         
            After sunset, Willie Joe and Bessie went to the bedroom and made love.

         

         This sentence is okay, but it doesn’t carry the rhythm of Black existence. It doesn’t show or celebrate the way in which Black
            folks had to make space for love when the entirety of their existence was subsumed in survival. But this sentence does:
         

         
         
            After the sun went down, Willie Joe and Bessie made their way to the bedroom and did what they could do.

         

         The difference here is several things. First, “sunset” is what the sun does every day; there is nothing particular about it.
            The sun “going down,” however, is Black people’s hope for a moment of rest. It’s the time of day when they get to breathe
            for a minute. Then exchanging “went to the bedroom” for “made their way” makes all the difference in terms of the rhythm of
            movement. “Made their way” implies struggle and difficulty, but it also implies desire and intentionality. It means they wouldn’t
            be denied. And finally, “did what they could do” does all the work to demonstrate the beauty of Black intimacy within the
            limitations of bondage and restraint. Writers are often taught (and rightly so) the craft of language economy—the use of as
            few words as possible to convey a point. And, generally, this makes for a smoother style and less laborious text. However,
            sometimes, in order to establish a Black rhythmic pulse in written discourse, one needs more words, more instruments with which to play the symphonic complexity of Black life.
         

         
         Another way to establish rhythm in Black narrative is via the manipulation of punctuation. Of course, all creative writers use grammar to their advantage, forcing commas, for instance, to do what normally only periods do. Yet there are other punctuation marks that offer a conscious Black writer many options of how best to say a thing that represents the rhythmic nature of who we are. For instance, 

         
         
            Old Mr. John, that crazy-ass, half-blind, snuff-dippin’ man, told us a story—that’s all he did all day!—about the time he
               met a snake face to face. That’s right: face to face. Upright. Both of them.
            

         

         I love this sentence for so many reasons. First, the use of hyphenated adjectives is, as Zora Neale Hurston explains in The Sanctified Church, a cornerstone of Black rhythmic expression. We tend to love the musicality of bump-bump, bump-bump, bump-bump phrases. They
            disturb and excite an otherwise lazy, common 4/4 time structure. In other words, a good grammarian knows how to write polyrhythmically. The use of various punctuation marks
            turns a sentence into a jazz moment where words and ideas get their own solo but also function to create one whole set. Listen
            to this:
         

         
         
            They said Ethel Bell went to hell when she died. I don’t know. But I know this: she was one mean heffa, you betta hear what
               I’m sayin’.
            

         

         Again, many would delete “when she died” because one has to die to get to hell. But I wouldn’t. That phrase means something
            a little different in Black cultural spaces. Put simply, it returns the reader to the day, the moment she died as a significant
            time signature in that community.
         

         
         The moment of her death signaled a change, perhaps, among a people who had tolerated her existence a long time. It also means she was somebody, because folks keep thinking and talking about her after she’s gone. The use of a colon after “But I know this” is classic
            Black vernacular cadence. It announces that one is about to say something that folks ought to pay attention to. Some literary critics would posit, frustratingly, that one shouldn’t
            announce that you’re going to say a thing then say it. Just say it, damn it! But, again, I disagree. The announcement is the
            “call.” The colon holds space for readers to get ready. Then, what is said afterwards is the “response.” So “she was one mean
            heffa” is the point being made. Yet the statement after the comma—“You betta hear what I’m sayin’”—adds emphasis and humor
            that causes the reader to wonder just who this woman was. In some ways, it makes folks want to know her—although the whole
            point has been that you might not enjoy her. This intentional vernacular contradiction is the work of Black literary pastiche:
            the ability to sing a discourse instead of simply saying it.
         

         
         One other trick Black writers use to establish rhythmic expression is what I call “repeated dialogue.” I remember seeing it
            first in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye. This whole book mesmerizes, of course, but it is the dialogue at the end between the women who speak of Pecola’s “condition”
            that arrests my consciousness. They say,
         

         
         
            “Did you hear about that girl?”

            “What? Pregnant?”

            “Yas. But guess who?”

            “Who? I don’t know all these little old boys.”

         

         When the receiver repeats the words of the inquirer, then answers the question, the question itself becomes more potent. This stylistic device creates a kind of back-and-forth rhythmic banter that sounds almost like a duet of dialogue. They continue: 

         
         
            “That’s just it. Ain’t no little old boy. They say it’s Cholly.”

            “Cholly? Her daddy?”

            “Uh-huh.”

            “Well, they ought to take her out of school.”

            “Ought to. She carry some of the blame.”

         

         These repetitive phrases force readers to discover that words often mean different things, depending upon who says them. The
            repetition also makes readers contemplate the levels of depth of what the author might be trying to convey without spelling
            it out. Of course, here, the horror of an eleven-year-old girl pregnant by her father is far too appalling to glide over.
            So, Morrison turns the dialogue into a rhythmic exploration of trauma. This is the Black speech I grew up loving:
         

         
         
            “Chile, I went to the store, and milk was almost three dollars a gallon!”

            “Was?”

            “Yes ma’am it was! And I put it right back.”

            “Did you put it back, Stine?”

            “You better believe I did!”

         

         As a child, I’d stand near grown folks as they spoke this way, smiling and laughing as their discourse shaped my literary sensibility. Now I get it: This musical rhetoric is my literary inheritance. My job is to assure it never dies, to make sure my characters sound like my people in all their beauty and complexity. Yet having been taught the English language by teachers who don’t know my linguistic legacy, I’ve had to break rules and resist conventions that promise to drown out voices I know so well. 

         
         Well, I pray I have done it well.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Asking Questions and Excavating Memory
Creating Complex Fictional Characters

            Crystal Wilkinson

         
         
         
            The responsibility of a writer is to excavate the experiences of the people who produced him.

            —James Baldwin

         

         In the same way a member of your family might say “Aww. That’s Uncle Marlon being Uncle Marlon,” characters in fiction are
            folks just being themselves. Folks in a specific physical place, doing something specific, navigating their experiences, wanting
            something (often something they can’t have) and these folks come with a lifetime of psychological history and reasons why
            they can’t have the things they desire or deserve. It is our jobs as writers to give them meaningful, full lives on the page,
            to tell their absolute truths without flinching.
         

         
         It is the writer’s job to know as much about the people we create as we can, even though, if we’re wise, most of what we discover doesn’t have to end up in the pages of our final drafts. In fact, there is great power in leaving out particular things about a character’s life and leaving room for the reader to guess, to reach, to intuit a few things on their own. I guess I’m hinting at Hemingway’s Iceberg Theory from Death in the Afternoon, in which he says, “If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about, he may omit things that he knows and
            the reader, if the writer is writing truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer had
            stated them. The dignity of movement of an iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above water.” There’s a bit more
            to Hemingway’s theory and you can easily find it on the Internet if you’re interested, but it’s this knowing on the writer’s
            part that enables us to inhabit a life that feels true to our characters and their worlds, to ourselves, and by extension,
            to the reader.
         

         
         We are walking, breathing people who carry copious amounts of experiences, haunts, faults, contradictions within one body.
            Your characters should too. I’d say the difference is how these things affect the NOW of the story you’re writing. You can’t
            dump everything you know in your story, but I believe you should know things, whether they appear in the story or not.
         

         
         When I teach fiction, I warn students of Flat Rita on a page. When engaged in characterization, immediately the writer might
            know what Rita’s complexion is, whether she has box braids, locs, or a Jheri curl, and even the clothes she is wearing down
            to her platform shoes and bright red toenails. The writer might even know what her voice sounds like, but none of these things
            make Rita a living, breathing person—the ways in which she navigates her experiences make her a real person.
         

         
         Often the writer doesn’t know how Rita’s feeling, what being good in Rita’s family meant when she was a girl, what she ate for breakfast, what she values, who her mama, and daddy are, or what she dreams about at night. They don’t know Rita grew up with a grandmother who directly experienced Jim Crow. That she went to church every Sunday, that she was molested by the next-door neighbor, that bucktoothed Johnny was the boy she fell in love with in third grade. 

         
         This kind of character deepening and excavation of a life comes from walking around your characters with curiosity and wonder
            until they become grown and full—vulnerable, flawed folks who have done things and lived through things and overcome things.
            And all of these things affect and inform who they are now at this moment that you are writing them and their world and their
            specific circumstances and this specific moment that they are living in now.
         

         
         But how do you do that? How do you turn Flat Rita into a dynamic unique individual on the page?

         
         I tell my writing students that when you begin to talk about your characters as if they are members of your family, then you’ve
            got it right. I often give the example of how old folks in my family (including my grandfather who was a farmer) would sit
            around and talk about characters on soap operas like they were real people. “That woman ain’t gon never stay married with
            all that devilment she does.” They would suck their teeth and cross their arms and shake their heads at these TV folks and
            be caught up in their TV lives. I sometimes eavesdropped on my grandparents, thinking they were talking about real people,
            but they were talking about the fictional characters who populated their television stories.
         

         
         There are many ways to create characters, and there are a plethora of craft books and writing exercises that are designed
            to help you create characters. Janet Burroway in her book Imaginative Writing: The Elements of Craft presents five possible methods of presenting a character to a reader: directly through thought, action, speech, and appearance, and indirectly through the interpretation by the author (telling). These certainly give you a foundation, but I propose there is a deeper layer, the layer where memories and secrets and a psychological history lies. 

         
         The following questions are designed to help excavate some vital information to help you find out who your folks are. I suggest
            you answer these questions as quickly as you can and try to unearth new information about a character that you are already
            working with. Of course, there can be many, many variations on these questions and these questions are not the end-all to
            beat all, but the goal is to find out something new that deepens your understanding of who your character is.
         

         
         
            	What relationships are important to your character? Describe them.

            	What relationships are problematic to your character? Describe them.

            	Who does your character confide in?

            	What does your character believe in?

            	What is your character most afraid of?

            	What makes your character happy?

            	What’s your character’s favorite thing to do for pleasure?

            	What did your character eat for breakfast?

            	What did being good mean in their family?

            	What is an object your character cherishes?

         

         Now, try these from your character’s point of view:

         
         
            	When I was five, ____________________________________

            	What I think about God: ____________________________

            	My father always _________________

            	I miss the smell of ___________________________

            	What I said was__________, but what I meant was ________________________

            	Last night I dreamt about ______________________

            	My mother always said _________________________

            	While the family gathered at the _________________, I would _________________

            	I wish I could remember ___________, but all I remember is _________________

            	Sunlight hitting the floor from the window made me remember __________________

         

         Memory is essential. Memory isn’t history, but it may be the most compelling way in which a character works through historical
            events. Of course, the folks you create won’t recall the details of a remembered thing exactly the way other folks in their
            lives will. There is power and importance in this too.
         

         
         Some of our greatest writers rely on memory to invent and investigate the lives of their characters. Consider Ursa in Gayl
            Jones’s Corregidora, who not only grapples with her own memories but those ancestral memories and stories passed from her mother to Grandmama
            and Great Gram. Or consider Sethe, Paul D, and Denver in Toni Morrison’s Beloved and how what’s remembered and what’s secreted or forgotten are integral to the complexity of the lives of these characters
            and how Morrison’s narrative strategy is weighted by memory or rememory, as Sethe calls it. Rememory is a term Morrison gives to Sethe, which describes memories affected by not only an individual but also by others. In this
            way, rememory-ing is communal as well as individual, as are so many of our memories. What is remembered or rememorized can
            seep into the emotional history of a family, a people, a community for generations.
         

         
         Consider your character’s individual memories as well as collective memories. What are they haunted by? Consider the haunts of your characters and what memories recur and have great effect. Use as many as you need to deepen and complicate. Consider the power of what’s remembered, what’s forgotten, what’s avoided, what enters when they least expect it. What do these things say about the emotional landscape of your characters? The core of your story? 

         
         Here are a few to consider, but come up with your own list. Don’t flinch. Dig deep.

         
         
            	A birthday celebration that they were present for. Could be their own or someone else’s. Who was there?

            	A religious experience that took place in your character’s childhood, real or imagined. How did they react? Where did it take
               place?
            

            	A time when they felt ashamed. What happened before the incident? What happened after?

            	Their experience of a national or regional tragedy.

            	Their experience of their culture.

            	A memorable Saturday or Sunday morning.

            	A day someone they loved disappointed them.

            	A place they go to for solitude or pleasure.

            	A strange interaction with a neighbor.

            	A time when they were hurt. Emotionally? Physically?

            	A memorable meal in your character’s life. A regular meal, a holiday, a celebration outside the house, etc. Describe both
               the food and the people that populate the scene.
            

            	An interaction with a wild animal or a swarm of insects. How does this moment relate to your character’s situation now?

            	The day someone died. Or the days before or after the death.

            	A day when they experienced injustice.

            	Something they lost and could never get back.

            	Something they found.

            	A secret they’ve held for too long.

         

         Look over your list and expand the things that carry the most potential into a full scene and see how it informs your character,
            story, or chapter. And remember, there is no magic outside of yourself for discovering who your characters are. This, too,
            is part of the process. But circling around them and finding out new things about who they are and what makes them them will guarantee a deeper level of understanding.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            When a Character Returns

            Rion Amilcar Scott

         
         
         Woodrow and Rita Cunningham’s fifteen-year-old daughter Elaine left home after arguing with her father about the boys she
            entertained in the house while her parents were away. I turned the pages of “A New Man,” from Edward P. Jones’s collection
            Lost in the City, betting on a return. She’s gone for twenty-four hours and then forty-eight. Soon Jones writes that it’s “a little more than
            a year and a half after their daughter disappeared.” Finally, it becomes “nearly seven years after Elaine Cunningham disappeared.”
            The pages dwindled, and long before the last sentence, I knew we’d never see Elaine again.
         

         
         I began reading Jones by dipping in and out of his second collection, All Aunt Hagar’s Children. I read the title story and felt a swirling in my brain as if new parts of it were being brought to life. Since then, I’ve
            read through his work, chasing that feeling. His expansive sentences give the impression of a world alive, a world in motion.
            I’ve turned to Jones’s sentences from time to time in an attempt to establish that feeling in my work.
         

         
         Maybe because it was late at night the first time I read “A New Man,” but the story left me unusually shaken. To be moved is one of the reasons why I read. Some of the Cunninghams’ despair radiated off the page and into me. I didn’t want to turn off the lights and lie in darkness, wondering how that poor girl had fared alone in a world as brutal as ours. In an interview on the Politics & Prose website, Jones said, “The new stories [All Aunt Hagar’s Children] go back to many characters who lived in the first book . . . If I do a third book of stories, I hope to do southern ones
            and the people in them will be connected with those in the first two books of stories. All the people I create in DC should,
            in small and large ways, be connected with all the others.”
         

         
         I’d been shaken by the disappearance of a young girl in a story before. When a teenager goes off with some shady young men
            in Danielle Evans’s “Virgins” and does not return by the story’s end, all I could do was imagine the million horrible things
            that could have happened to her. There is not (yet) a follow-up story to assuage my fears.
         

         
         With “A New Man,” there is a story to follow up with. Perhaps, I thought, in this next installment, the grieving Cunninghams
            find the closure they seek after all. I stayed up later than I should have as I read “A Rich Man,” the story in All Aunt Hagar’s Children that corresponds with Lost in the City’s “A New Man.” I met Elaine again, older and harder, changed through difficult living ten years after running away. She comes
            back with little fanfare, introduced as a new character rather than one the author has been dreaming about since first inventing
            her.
         

         
         Here, she is the main focus rather than offstage as she is for most of “A New Man.” Jones offers up Elaine’s missing decade
            in shards, allowing space for readers to continue to construct her absence for themselves. Instead of feeling comfort in Elaine’s
            return, my heart broke in an entirely different way. I also learned that if you read both of Jones’s collections together,
            it’s as if you’ve discovered a new genre, neither novel nor story, but something unnamed, otherworldly, and three-dimensional.
         

         
         A story, it is often said, is the most challenging moment—or at least the most interesting moment—in a character’s life. As
            Aristotle notes in Poetics, “In composing the Odyssey, [Homer] did not include all the adventures of Odysseus.” What we build toward is the moment of
            change. Begin your story too far from this moment and your story will collapse. Oftentimes, I ask my students to rethink where
            their story starts and ends. Don’t give me a guy in a room thinking about the glory days—give me the glory days.
         

         
         But what about when a character returns and keeps returning, often altered? Whole stories have happened between the last time
            we’ve seen them. Like a friend you haven’t seen in a while who has gained or lost weight, or changed their hairstyle and manner
            of dress, suggesting a story has been going on in your absence. My characters often seem to keep coming back, dancing from
            one story to the next, the main focus of the camera in one story, deep in the background of the next. And it can be a tricky
            proposition bringing a character back. If their story has been told, what is this character doing in another story? A recurring
            character must bring something new to the page each time they show up. Some characters come back because the force of their
            personalities are needed. Some have more story to tell. Each time though, the weight of what’s been written about them previously
            is there on the page whether it’s addressed openly or is implied by the movements of the character.
         

         
         A character took hold of me years ago just as Elaine Cunningham had; this time she was my own character, an eleven-year-old girl enamored with chess and her father. At the time I was a twenty-six-year-old man struggling to figure out how to connect with characters that seemed to sit lifeless and flat on the page, particularly when assigned attributes associated with women. I would ignore my girl and women characters or give them little to do—perhaps a wooden piece of dialogue here, a crying fit there. But the story that eventually became “202 Checkmates” from my story collection Insurrections was something different. Writing it was a state of grace that often leads writers to believe a story is writing itself, that
            characters are speaking, and words are falling from heaven. Stories don’t write themselves. Characters on the page never wrench
            themselves starkly to life; they are objects in an elaborate daydream.
         

         
         As I wrote, the sickness I had—the aversion and fear and inability to write female characters—was eventually healed. How did
            I get this girl to turn to flesh on the page? I had to figure out what she wanted, which were the same things I wanted at
            eleven: a close connection to her father (which I had, and like the girl and father in the story, my dad and I angled, endlessly
            and sometimes awkwardly, to foster a closer connection), and some understanding of the often cloudy motivations of the adults
            around her.
         

         
         When I called this family back into service for another story, there were no sentences falling on my head like snow over Joyce’s
            Ireland. I wrote a few sentences and stopped. And then I wrote some more and stopped until a structure began to cohere. The
            follow-up story, “Confirmation,” I imagined, would be set many years later. The family would have to move differently, reacting
            to things both unmentioned and hinted at that had happened in the years since. In addition to being older, in between stories
            the family moved out of poverty, achieving a tenuous foothold in the middle class. I asked myself how that might change the
            way they would act toward one another. How might this family react to gaining a hold of things they thought they wanted, of
            landing in a sort of happily-ever-after. Bobby and his mother—she goes unnamed in both stories—minor characters in “202 Checkmates”
            whom I loved, could now take center stage and be explored in greater depth.
         

         
         In many ways, “Confirmation” is the opposite of “202 Checkmates.” In that first story, I set myself aside mostly, creating the surface details entirely from imagination. For “Confirmation,” I pulled in things I knew: experiences long gone by, childhood crushes unrealized, hurts I knew well because when I poked at them they were still raw and tender. 

         
         The father, last seen in “202 Checkmates” in the grips of self-destructiveness, is more heard than seen in the follow-up story.
            In “Confirmation” it made sense to bring him to the stage to show his change, all the little reactions to the unseen stories
            he’s lived. In this case, the hinted story is the end of his self-destructiveness. Unlike his daughter, whose story has been
            told, for Robert, there is a question still lingering, a story yet to be related, even if it’s not the main narrative. This
            new placidness Robert has achieved, this calmness, can it possibly last?
         

         
         There are limits to this sort of cameoing and returning, though. One must remember that each story should stand on its own,
            rather than reading like an extension of a previous adventure. If the writer has done their job, the cameo is a bonus for
            the close reader and not an impediment for everyone else. “I wanted more and more of the characters in Lost to roam in and out of stories,” Jones says of his first book. “I ran out of time and inspiration.” Like Jones, I wanted more
            of my characters to wander in and out of the stories in Insurrections, though I don’t blame time or inspiration. Sometimes there was no reason for so-and-so to be there or a story had to be cut
            for the good of the overall book. But every once in a while, it’s nice to pick up a story or a novel and see a character we
            once knew, passing on by like the cat coming back, an old friend returned to say “hi.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            What Do You Want from Me

            Jacqueline Woodson

         
         
         Here’s the thing: everybody wants something. Inside the narrative and out. We want to be loved, we want to be seen, we want
            to be happy, fed, healthy, housed, needed. Did I say loved? Can I say loved enough? And if we’re being true to ourselves and the characters we’re creating, they want what we want. Hence, the question
            to ask as a writer is What do our characters want and how are they going to get it? Always. Why? Because it’s the question we’ve been asking ourselves our whole lives.
         

         
         I don’t teach, so crafting an essay about some particular area of writing is a challenge. I believe in leading by example
            and on the next page or two, that’s exactly what I’m gonna do.
         

         
         In the early nineties, I began writing a book that I’d later title I Hadn’t Meant to Tell You This. When I bent over the page to begin it, it was because I had a voice in my head. The voice was raspy. The girl who belonged
            to the voice was obviously white. And young. Somehow, I knew that she was poor. She said, “Black, white, it don’t make no difference; we all just people here.” I didn’t know why this character who had just suddenly shown up in my brain was saying this, but I knew someone had to respond, had to be at once in conversation and in conflict with the character I named Lena—because I like the name. Marie, an upper-middle-class Black girl, came out of my thinking about conflict. What did it mean to put two people from different economic backgrounds into conversation? So now I had some characters and a statement. And a whole lot of blank pages in front of me. But I had conflict and people longing to tell their stories. I didn’t know yet what was important about their stories and why right now was when their stories needed to be told. But I knew my characters had something to say. And having written many books before
            this one, I knew they had to be more than mouthpieces. They had to have flaws and brilliance. They had to have a deep fragility
            while remaining unbreakable.
         

         
         I think there are some writers who believe they have it all figured out, that they know the machinations of their stories
            early on, from beginning to end. Maybe they’re not lying, but I stay doubtful. There is so much that is unknown when we begin
            telling our stories. I’ve never been afraid of that unknown. Because in the unknowing comes discovery—of both character and
            self. With Lena in I Hadn’t Meant to Tell You This, I wanted to know what she wanted. Why was she in my head? Why now? Was I supposed to be telling her story? What did I know
            about whiteness? Poverty? The rural Midwest? What did what she was saying—Black, white, it don’t make no difference; we all just people here—mean? To me? To the narrative? To the greater good? But more than all of this, I kept coming back to the question of what
            does Lena want? I didn’t know. How was she going to get it? No idea.
         

         
         Here’s what I knew back then—that Audre Lorde’s The Cancer Journals was a big part of my reading. I was using her words in the lectures I was giving to talk about the state of race in this
            country. I was thinking about the ways to weave her teachings into the books I was writing for young people. Already, she
            had appeared in two other books of mine: From the Notebooks of Melanin Sun and If You Come Softly. I had put her words into the mouths of young people. Years later, I would write in my adult novel Red at the Bone that “if a body’s to be remembered, someone has to live to tell its story.” Lorde had only recently become an ancestor, and
            I wanted her remembered the way I wanted Baldwin and Grimké, Haley and Hurston remembered. I couldn’t drag all of those figures
            into one novel, but I could center the work of one and let it be the touchstone for a character or two. Let it be the voice
            that spoke truth to power. Let it be its own character inside the story. In centering The Cancer Journals between Lena and Marie, I began to figure out so much about economic class structure in the novel, about parenting, about
            loss, about depression and survival. In the early nineties, not a lot of people were doing this in young people’s literature.
            I chose to embrace the fact that what I was trying to write didn’t exist yet, knowing that if the characters had the depth
            and empathy needed to make a reader feel, the rest would come.
         

         
         What did Lena want: to be loved, to be seen, to be safe. What did Marie want: the same. How were they going to get it: by
            first seeing the depth in each other, the impact the outside world had on them, and their own power. And Lorde’s work, I would
            later understand, was in the narrative to paint a road. “For to survive in the mouth of this dragon we call america, we must
            learn the first and most important lesson,” Lorde wrote, “that we were never meant to survive.”
         

         
         With young people, “You can’t” becomes a bit in their mouths that they will pull and bite against until it kills them—or they
            break free of it. For a long time, I didn’t know what my characters wanted. And then I did because I knew what I wanted. To
            love and be loved. To break free . . . and live to tell the story.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            What You Got?
The Uses of Memory and Experience

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The “Natives of My Person” or Blood Is Not Enough
A Meditation on Literary Kinships

            Curdella Forbes

         
         
         In this essay I want to offer a meditation on what writing means for beginning Black writers, and in the process draw out
            some thoughts towards craft. My focus is on kinship as the motive and subject of writing.*

         
         Not so long ago, I had a conversation with a talented young man with dreams not merely of being famous but, to his credit, of being great. The story he showed me was very well written, but I was curious as to how he came to write about the people and places in his story. As far as I knew, he had never lived in the US South (or any part of the USA, for that matter), had not participated in or witnessed the kinds of activities his story described, and unlike the seemingly closely observed characters in his story, he was Black, not white. I want to make this clear: Nowhere in the story were the characters described as white, but it was clear that they were. In answer to my question, he said he had been reading William Faulkner, had become a deep admirer, and felt that if he could write like that, he would attain his dream of greatness. I love Faulkner, so naturally, I was impressed with this young writer’s taste. And I could not but be moved by the fact that he had discovered so enabling a kinship—that is, one that made it possible for him to write. (This was a story he hoped to publish; it was not a story he regarded as simply “trying his hand,” but as a product of his authentic voice, trained by Faulkner). 

         
         You probably see at once that his story and his response involve some troubling issues about power, about the origin of ourselves,
            and about affect—the kinds of attachments, and perhaps commitments, out of which one writes. But the scenarios in this anecdote
            are not unusual—quite the contrary.
         

         
         As writers, we all begin with imitation—it is not simply “the sincerest form of flattery” but the only way we know to begin—we
            learn to write from what we have read, and perhaps the best creative writing school is an intense apprenticeship with a great
            writer. From that perspective, there was every reason to applaud the young writer who had committed to close, intense study
            of William Faulkner’s worlds and done it so effectively that had he been a forger, it might have been hard to distinguish
            his work from the original.
         

         
         I can hear some of you objecting that it is all well and good to imitate a technique, but why imitate a world that is not
            his? Why not use (variations on) the techniques to paint a world that is his or at least contiguous to the one he knows—a
            world to which he is in relation?
         

         
         What is our reason for such questions? Is the young man’s writing a sign of an affective disorder, an alienation from his own culture, or a lack of conviction that it was interesting enough for fiction? Or is he performing an encroachment, the political (and ethical) egregiousness of which is most clearly seen if the page is flipped and a white person writes intimately about Black people he has never lived amongst or known? Or is it a logical impossibility, this attempt to go against the grain of creative writing advice, “Write what you know”? (If the answer to the last is yes, would your qualms be assuaged if the young man had lived among white people in the US South and made them the chief subject of his work, as did the Black writers Alexandre Dumas in nineteenth-century France, Alexander Pushkin in nineteenth-century Russia, and Frank Yerby in twentieth-century USA?) 

         
         To all of these questions, what is the purchase of a response that refuses any form of censorship of the imagination? One
            could say, without even mentioning science fiction or alternative realities, imagination is an unbounded place, not a country.
            There is no passport required in this territory where we live to create. Or one could point out that there is no rule that
            Black people should write only Black characters (or should only “write Black”—a different kettle of fish altogether). Would
            these be acceptable responses?
         

         
         Across the Black world, an attraction to white worlds is not uncommon. Growing up many years ago in a new Caribbean country
            barely emerging from British colonial rule, I was exposed mainly to literature by (mostly dead) white men and women. My childhood
            models, therefore, were white. Toni Morrison showed us how alive the Black affiliation to whiteness was in 1970s America,
            with her portrayal of Pecola in The Bluest Eye. In her famous TED talk “The Danger of a Single Story,” Nigerian writer Chimamanda Adichie, growing up in the 1980s and ’90s, tells of her own childhood forays into writing fiction in which all her characters “were blue-eyed . . . played in the snow . . . and ate apples” though none of these “facts” were Nigerian. Decades later, my Black creative writing students often feel driven to describe protagonists with long brown hair and green or blue eyes (when peers, discomforted, inquire if the character is white, invariably they are told the character is Black. Invariably also, an explanation is offered: Lots of Black people have brown hair and green or blue eyes). 

         
         Interestingly, I have never had a male student offer such descriptions; physical appearance in this regard seems to have larger
            significance for female writers. An intriguing corollary is that I seldom receive descriptions of physical features that identify
            the character as Black. I muse on two possibilities: Either my students, based on the kinds of literature to which they have
            been exposed, find it difficult to imagine “Black”-looking characters in fiction, or they imagine Black so closely, so much a part of themselves, that there is no felt
            need to describe “Black” in that way. It’s a bit like experiencing oneself in a dream: You know you are there, but you never
            actually see yourself. Your dreamself is so closely aligned to your deepself that you know, blindfolded, that you are there.
            If this latter suggestion is right, perhaps the brown-haired/green-eyed protagonist is not quite Black after all, or perhaps
            such protagonists, who never look like their creators, belong in the realm of desire: to be desirable is to attain a form
            of Blackness that is closer to white. This particular inhabitance of the color line speaks to a female anguish that, while
            writing, my young students might learn to excavate.
         

         
         The issue of why the affinity to whiteness persists will have different answers for different individuals in different parts of the Black world, depending on how the situated legacies of history have played out. But my main interest in this meditation is to flip the direction of our gaze from the Black/white relation and to turn it towards “kin.” There are many kinds of kinship, and if kinship is felt in the heart, writing brings the state of health of our heart into question. Writers such as Chimamanda Adichie, Toni Morrison, and myself questioned the imaginative kinships imposed on us as children. (My marvelous salvation was that I grew up in the rural Jamaican countryside where I was also exposed to a robust oral-storytelling tradition imbued in indigenous orature, and investigating these and other Caribbean forms was major in my journey to my identity as a writer.) But the writers we read have influenced our writing in richer, deeper ways—they remain, we may say, part of our writerly genealogy. Could we say then that they are close enough to be called natives of our person? 

         
         Who really is our kin? The answer that each of us makes will to a large extent decide what, whom, how, and why we write. At
            one level, perhaps for all of us, kin is simply the human collective. But experience is concrete, and we encounter in our
            daily lives not all of humanity but the communities and groups in which we live and with whom we have experienced together.
            Our sense of kinship and other forms of affect tend to be with such groups and communities, which include familial, ethnic,
            national, and racial affiliations. Certainly, in North America, we often think of kin as our close kind in racial terms—what
            we might call racial family, a community of blood. For many, the African diasporan community writ large is a major dynamic
            of kinship. But here kin is an extremely complex idea. Even in one immediate family (for example), kin may cross over more
            than one world diaspora, more than one nationality or race and over several ethnicities, and so, writing kin as we have experienced
            it is not a straightforward proposition. And when we begin to talk about the diaspora, we may find that we really know very
            little about each other, sometimes nothing at all, and so the issue of whether we need passports in the territory of the imagination
            becomes rather messy.
         

         
         In the end, the kinship choices we make in shaping our creative worlds will depend on what I call our moral passion—that is to say, what we want to bear witness to, what kinds of lives matter to us enough to make us expend our perpetual struggle with words on showing forth such lives and what we see as their meanings. How we represent “others” will depend equally on our sense of what it means to be human. 

         
         I offer three considerations.

         
         
            	Kin, like the quotidian, is one of the greatest challenges of writing. In other words, writing the “familiar” is every writer’s
               treasure house. Creative writing, like science, is a form of investigation. To watch the sun appear to move through the heavens—and
               to discover that, in fact, it doesn’t—requires a certain curiosity, a skepticism about what we know; indeed, a conviction
               that the everyday surface of things, in this case our knowledge of kin, though important, is really not a sufficient truth
               after all. A work of fiction that is memorable comes to us with the shock of recognition. This is an oxymoron, because we
               remember this writing for the way it raises fresh wonder, fresh questions about things/people we already knew or thought we
               knew. If the reader comes to this discovery, it must be because the writer takes nothing for granted.
            

            	Not taking kin for granted means we understand that we must learn kin. That everything we thought we knew about kin is under suspicion. There are always layers that we do not know. Every act of writing brings a new creation into being—things “become” in and through the act of writing. This every writer knows. But before the writing also comes the prior investigation. This can involve many kinds of research. For me as a woman writer, it might mean listening anew to how men (as opposed to women) talk in order to write a male character. As a writer seeking to authentically represent diasporan “others,” I might need to do some reading research, or some interviews, to find out where in Nigeria people say “step down from the bus” instead of “exit the bus” (do all Nigerians talk the same?). As a writer seeking to use hip-hop as a cultural idiom to shape my novel, I might spend a lot more time investigating what energizes hip-hop. As a beginning writer, I might study how writers before me have done this. In other words, “write what you know” invites us to know more, and more fully and more deeply, as an act of responsibility
                  to our craft and the communities we might use it to represent. That level of authenticity can only come through the keenest
                  and most dedicated observation, bringing all our senses to bear. Sometimes this requires participant observation—deliberate
                  self-immersion in a situation, event, or place. We must become students of our own culture. (This remains true even if one
                  is writing speculatively. The best speculative fictions are based on acute observation of the life-world we inhabit—the only
                  one we know and therefore the only one in whose image our fictive worlds are created.)
               

               
            

            	I believe that to be a good writer, one has to begin with an idea of kinship as encompassing the whole human collective (I do not want to say “race” since “race” might defeat my point). If our writing is to illuminate something of what it means to be human, it probably cannot deal in stereotypes or ideal characters. Even a character written as an enemy partakes of the messy asymmetry of the human. A racist killer may love his biracial children (What is his history?). A preteen deeply attached to her mother may be ashamed of her mother because her mother cannot read or write. A character can hate the person they love without this being an irony. 

         

         In insisting on concrete observation/experience/research and the messy consistency of the human, I highlight the authenticity
            that strikes the reader and lays a responsibility upon us. One strives to be a good writer, not a Black one. When that happens,
            my reader, whoever they might be, will know that I am Black and will meet, with the shock of recognition, my human story.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Sweet, Bittersweet, and Joyful Memories

            Jewell Parker Rhodes

         
         
         
            MY BEST ADVICE

         

         
            Memoirs are less about the chronology of events and more about the spiritual and emotional quality of life. As with real memories,
               emotional images dominate. The emphasis is not on logical truths but on interior needs, dreams, and desires.
            

         

         Images—word pictures—aren’t exclusive to memoir. In fact, most fine writing relies not only on concrete descriptions but on
            more evocative, imagistic renderings as well. Both Patrice Gaines’s autobiography Laughing in the Dark and Rosemary L. Bray’s autobiography Unafraid of the Dark use the color of darkness as an image of something to be overcome. Nightmares, demons, fears, lack of social- and self-awareness
            (as in “being in the dark”) suggest women’s struggle to overcome barriers toward selfhood. Because the color of darkness is
            also associated with Blackness in racial divisions, both women emphatically celebrate their ethnicity while deploring racist
            connotations.
         

         
         For Lorene Cary in her novel Black Ice, the image of “black ice” becomes a powerful image of growth. “I have never skated on black ice, but perhaps my children
            will.” Ice—slippery, dangerous, frozen, and cold—can become a triumph, a state of grace. And ice can uniquely reflect the
            blackness of an ancient earth. In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Maya Angelou, too, plays on the way racism inhibits growth with her image of the “caged bird.” But this image also evokes
            limits of gender, geography, experiences, and much, much more. Angelou the young child, once silenced, learns to

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	What unifies your memoir? Is there a particular image associated with a special time of your life? An overwhelming event,
               such as new parenthood, midlife renewal, or living in a foreign land?
            

            	What is important about your memories? What do you hope to communicate about them? How do you think they will be useful, entertaining,
               meaningful to others?
            

            	Are you intellectually and emotionally ready to confront the totality of your memories—the pleasant as well as not-so-pleasant
               aspects? Are you ready to recognize the complexity of events, time, space, and distance that influenced experiences as they
               were then, as well as the experience of recovering memories now?
            

            	Do you recognize how remembering is an act of recovery, of retrieving vital information about your life and your survival?
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