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Praise for Adair Lara and Naked, Drunk, and Writing


“When I took Adair’s classes, which I did over and over again, her enthusiasm and understanding of the process of writing led me to make that quantum leap to being a published author. Now—at last—the depth and breadth of her experience as writer and editor are distilled into this one great book on writing. Every writer should have a copy on their bookshelf.”

—Jacqueline Winspear, author of the Maisie Dobbs series




“This is a really wonderful book. One of the best (and most helpful) books on writing I’ve read. And unlike most practical guides, it’s never pedantic or boring.”

—Janis Cooke Newman, author of Mary




“Naked, Drunk, and Writing is smart, funny, and very useful. A lot of the ideas in the book caused me to slap my metaphorical forehead and say, ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’ Alas, though, there are no naked writers in this book, except that we’re all naked under our clothes.”

—Jon Carroll, columnist, San Francisco Chronicle




“The insights are terrific and so is the voice: funny and self-deprecating, ballsy and enthusiastic.”

—Tracy Johnston, author of Shooting the Boh




“Naked, Drunk, and Writing is just terrific. So warm, frank, funny, generous. It’s truly juicy with concrete details and anecdotes, yet methodical. The examples are exuberant and irrepressible.”

—Joan Frank, author of In Envy Country and The Great Far Away




“I started reading Naked, Drunk, and Writing and kept reading and kept reading. It’s full of good advice and techniques; I intend to steal from it outrageously.”

—Don Fry, national writing coach




“[Adair’s] books are wise, witty, and wonderful. This is an author who understands humanity. Reading Adair Lara is a pleasure, but not a guilty one, because we come away knowing not only about Adair, her friends, and family, but especially more about ourselves. This woman makes us think!”

—Elaine Petrocelli, owner of Book Passage




“Half the people I know seem to have taken classes and workshops with San Francisco’s legendary writer and teacher Adair Lara. She is very savvy and smart and hugely entertaining. I admire her greatly.”

—Anne Lamott, author of Bird by Bird




Other Books by Adair Lara


The Granny Diaries (Chronicle Books, 2008)
The Bigger the Sign, the Worse the Garage Sale (Chronicle Books, 2007)
You Know You’re A Writer When … (Chronicle Books, 2007)
Oopsie! Ouchie! (Chronicle Books, 2004)
Normal Is Just a Setting on the Dryer (Chronicle Books, 2003)
Hanging Out the Wash (Red Wheel Weiser Books, 2002)
Hold Me Close, Let Me Go (Broadway Books, 2001)
The Best of Adair Lara (Scottwall Associates, 1999)
At Adair’s House (Chronicle Books, 1995)
Welcome to Earth, Mom (Chronicle Books, 1992)
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For my students, who have taught me so much about writing and about life. Thank you for trusting me, and one another, with your stories.
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PART I

WRITING DOWN YOUR STORIES
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THAT WHICH IS MOST PERSONAL IS MOST COMMON
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I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, WALDEN



BY THE TIME I passed thirty, I got it: I was not going to be a writer. Sure, I had impressed my sixth-grade teacher with my heroic dog stories, but now I couldn’t finish anything without balling it up in discouragement. So I did the next best thing and went after a job in a related field. I interviewed to be a copy editor at San Francisco Focus, the local city magazine, swearing to the managing editor that I wasn’t a writer, that my happiness lay in making sure that the absence of “h” in Natan Katzman’s name in the masthead was not an error.

I got the job. Pleased to my rope sandals to be hired at a real magazine, I proofread, fact-checked, and coded manuscripts for the typesetter. I sweated over the captions that came my way as if they were War and Peace, and wrote headlines such as “Swell Wines at Swill Prices” (which they rejected, the cowards). I called up writers to say things like, “Listen to this paragraph and see if you can live without the last two sentences.” I told myself it was terrific to be an editor, enjoying all those lunches out and wearing all those black outfits. All the time, though, I yearned to be one of the writers who came and went at odd hours, looking as if they had tramp streamers moored outside, or who had just left wintry palaces, and gave us their copy to edit.

My friend Cynthia, the production editor, wanted to be a writer as much as I did. She was as thin as a butter knife and wore her sweaters down to her knees. Sometimes after work, hungover from a long day of polishing other people’s sentences, we’d go to the bar to drink expensive red wine that we couldn’t afford and sorrow over our lot, destined as we were to slave over the scribblings of hacks while we ourselves went unpublished and unrecognized.

It was at one of these visits to the bar that we hatched an idea: We would start a writing club. The plan was simple: We’d write 500 words every weekday and give them to the other person. We’d mark the parts we liked in the other’s pieces with a yellow highlighter before returning them. I had gotten the idea from a teacher at windy San Francisco State years before. On everybody’s homework, he marked passages that caught his eye with a yellow highlighter. When the papers were turned back, everybody in the class had something—at least a paragraph or two—to feel proud of.

Cynthia was game. We scribbled a list of topics on a bar napkin: parking, rain, first dates, and father. And we were off. We handed our 500 worders to each other over the cubicle walls at work, fished them out of our purses at staff meetings, and brought them with us in our gym bags to our Friday night Rhythm & Motion class in the Haight.

It didn’t matter what the 500 words were—we could copy them from the yellow pages or the back of the Cheerios box if we wanted to. I’d rarely shown my work to people before, outside of school, because you only showed people stuff you thought was good. Now I gave Cynthia any old dashed-off thing—not because it was good, but because it was due. When Cynthia gave my pages back, I’d read the sentences she’d highlighted, swooning with admiration for my own brilliance. Even if there was only one sentence bathed in yellow, suddenly my head was too big to fit through doorways. I wrote that! I was willing to rewrite the whole piece now that I knew I had it in me to come up with that sentence.

Her jotted “I love this!” gave me back the confidence I’d had as child, when I’d scrawled those dog stories with a thick carpenter’s pencil, tearing the paper in my haste. I realized that I’d been missing the necessary other half of the writing process: the pleased reader. It was as if I’d been trying to tell myself I was a good cook, but without ever asking anyone to dinner.

Cynthia and I began sending the pieces we wrote to the San Francisco Chronicle Sunday Punch, which then published first-person pieces by freelancers, and they began to be accepted. I was so excited at having a byline in the section that got more jam stains and crumbs on it than anything else in the Bay Area that I’d talk the proprietor at the corner store into selling me the Sunday paper early. “The sports page not here yet!” he’d object, and I’d have to practically jerk the thing out of his hands. I’d stand there on the sidewalk, forcing people to go around me, while I read my own piece—or rather my own name—over and over, with a joy that seemed to start in my toes.

It turned out that somebody on the Chronicle staff was reading those pieces, too. At a party, I met features editor Rosalie Wright. She greeted me warmly and said she’d been following my humor pieces in the Sunday section. “She’s better than Anna Quindlen,” she said to her companion, who rattled the ice cubes in his glass in bored answer.

Three months later, dopily dressed in a velvet-jogging outfit (it was 1989), I drove my beat-up VW convertible to the historic old Chronicle building at Mission and Fifth streets and parked in the garage nearby. Rosalie met me in the lobby, tiny and neat in a pale blue suit, and we took the elevator to the third-floor office of Bill German, the editor-in-chief who had to approve my hire. Nervously, I followed Rosalie into a large office paneled in dark wood where a gray-haired man in shirtsleeves sat reading at a desk in the middle of the room. German had a large square face. He told me he was hoping I didn’t plan to get rich doing this and asked how many columns a week I thought I could write.

Rosalie and I hadn’t talked about that. I said, “Three?”

Thank god we settled at two.

I had a question. German was already turning back to the papers on his desk. He was hard of hearing, so I had to shout.

“What should I write about?” I yelled.

He waved impatiently. “Write about your life.”

I drove home in a daze to my latest crappy apartment, this one on Waller Street. My two kids were at their dad’s next door. I was so happy that I kept walking from room to room, from the tiny kitchen overlooking a dime-sized backyard to ten-year-old Morgan’s room down the hall, with its sea of garments covering the floor (she liked to be able to see all her clothes at once). I had to call Neil, the boyfriend I had just broken up with, so I could tell him. We made up and got back together—thus providing me with several months’ worth of material before we came to our senses and split up again.

For the next twelve years, my column appeared on the back page every Tuesday and Thursday. What a crucible for a writer! I learned so much. It was a wonderful, terrifying gig. When I got that column, I had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. It was a personal column, which meant that I wrote about whatever touched my own life: If I wanted to talk about teenage smoking, I had to mention the twin tendrils of smoke in the sky above my own two kids. When my dad, drugged by a prescribed tranquilizer, landed in a nursing home and almost died, I wrote about medications and the elderly. When I made pancakes for my boyfriend, and he said, “Kind of thick, aren’t they?” I wrote a column on nagging. When I married again, I wrote about that.

My columns weren’t what many of the Chronicle faithful were used to. Not all of them understood why I was telling the world how it felt when the smell of yet another smoked clutch filled my Toyota, about the new iciness between my mother and me, about having an ex-husband living upstairs. One wrote to say, “I wish you would explain the purpose of your column.” Later he helpfully clipped my columns and mailed them to me with the “I’s” and “me’s” circled in red, to let me know I was talking about myself again.

I didn’t blame him. It was odd to be reciting the events of my own life in a paper. When I felt embarrassed to be talking about myself, I clung to Jung’s idea that, ironically, the more intensely individual a person’s thoughts are, the more uniquely applicable to him or her, the more they will have meaning for other people. “That which is most personal is most common,” he said. Meaning, that if there’s any justification for telling personal stories, it’s that every person, every selfish little clod of ailments and grievances—including you, including me—contains within himself the entire human condition.

What goes on between a writer of personal true-life stories and the person who reads them is like a friendship—and real friendship is exchanging secrets, taking hostages, rolling over like a dog and exposing your soft throat. You tell your friend things you wouldn’t tell anyone, things that you wouldn’t want the people at the next table to overhear, and you feel the friendship growing, like a bank account, with each story you tell and each story you hear. The reader hears how you flew across the country to see your 87-year-old father, how the two of you sat up late drinking Scotch, and how you suddenly blurted out, “I think I came here to tell you I love you,” and then burst into tears. How it was the last time you saw him alive, and how glad you were that you made the trip.

There’s also naturalness, an honesty, to personal writing that I like. It stops argument. When I talked about how I felt when I had an abortion at seventeen, no one could argue with me. No one could deny the experience I’d had or that I felt about it the way I did.

So it was a lucky dovetailing of what I liked to write about—the ordinary, the personal—and an era just about to be born, one that blazed with interest in the real stories of other people’s lives. Personal essays popped up on the end pages of magazines and in newspaper features. What was once the “semiautographical novel” became memoir. Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club and Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes were about to kick off an avalanche of memoirs.

Beginning with that column in the Chronicle, I have made a little cottage industry out of writing about, well, myself, though I could hardly be more ordinary—a middle-aged married woman living in San Francisco. While I was still at the paper, I published a memoir called Hold Me Close, Let Me Go: A Mother, a Daughter, and an Adolescence Survived, about how my Cabbage-Patch-doll-loving daughter, Morgan, morphed into a beer-soaked, class-cutting, thrill-seeking, lying-is-like-breathing teenager from hell. When Morgan, by some miracle, became a lawyer and not a jailbird, and had two little girls, Maggie and Ryan, I wrote a little book about being a grandmother called The Granny Diaries. (“What’s next?” a friend dryly asked. “Tales from the Crypt?”)

When I began to teach writing, I also made notes for this book—in which, you notice, I don’t trouble to keep myself off the page. It’s called Naked, Drunk, and Writing because I like that title, and because somebody at a party once remarked to me over sushi that books with “naked” in the title always sell. And also because writing about yourself is like stripping down to your Bali bra in a crowd so that others can see the stretch marks on your belly (and be reassured about their own). Writing is a kind of word-drunkenness that makes you want to do that—to take off your clothes and turn your experiences into art, despite who may be watching, despite your embarrassment, despite anything the world and your own self-doubts throw against you.

When you finish this book, you’ll know how to write essays and memoirs, how to keep writing when you’re discouraged, how to revise your work, and how to get it published. My goal is to inspire you to make room in your life to be the writer you’ve always wanted to be. As you go forward, I urge you to celebrate intermediate triumphs. Laminate your first published piece into placemats for the family breakfast table. Just finish that piece after twenty drafts? Look around to make sure you’re alone, bring your elbow sharply back to your side and make a fist—Yes!—and then walk sedately out of the room. When you nail a difficult paragraph, lock yourself in the conference room, put your feet up, and reward yourself by reading poetry for an hour (one of my favorites is Archibald MacLeish’s “Not Marble Nor the Gilded Monuments”).

Test your progress not against the outside validation of being published but against what you have learned about good writing. Am I using more images? Am I more focused? Are my themes deeper, better developed? Am I forming writerly habits? And most important—am I still having fun?


two
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HOT HEART, COLD EYE

The Inconvenient Importance of Craft
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Easy reading is damn hard writing.

—NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE



I DIDN’T START OUT thinking about writing as a craft that could be learned. I was like a lot of beginners who are, as novelist Marilynne Robinson said, “At first less in love with structure or pattern and more in love with the words in a foolish but sweet way.” I was an editor at a couple of magazines that often published the kind of writers I considered “bad”: They wrote about health, weekend retreats in May, and vacationing in Hawaii in September, and had no tone, no interesting images or language. The blindness of the editors astonished me. Why did they publish dry little features on pet adoptions instead of the literary essays they received from snotty English majors like me? Could they not tell the difference?

They could, as it happened, but they weren’t in the market for painfully wrought masterpieces. The writers they hired did not spend days agonizing over the perfect way to describe the sway of palm fronds in the breeze. These writers knew how to put a piece together, where to start, when to end. They knew how to quote people. They knew how to make the reader want to visit the little inn in Mendocino, how to interest the reader in the story of an unknown jazz player. They had a set of skills that could be learned: they had craft.

There’s nothing like writing a column twice a week for twelve years to teach you the importance of craft. Like an essay, a column isn’t a blog, a blurt, or a blast. It has to have several elements: a story to tell, a way to tell it, and a reason to tell it.

I usually had nine or ten columns marinating all over the apartment, like pans full of chicken waiting for the grill, waiting for one missing element or another. I might have two pages about a bad guy who got caught mid-escape because something was wrong with his car. I’d wait to add the second two pages, which I hoped would contain my point, which I hadn’t thought of yet.

I learned that writing is not something you do blissfully, sitting in a garden with birds tweeting overhead. Or rather, you can do it that way, but you must work. You start with your hot heart, spilling truth any old way onto the page. And then you bring in your cold eye. The cold eye knows that the piece must begin somewhere, end somewhere, and satisfy the reader with a sense of progress in between. It knows that your first drafts will probably be random, jumbled, and contradictory, but that you eventually need to impose a pattern of cause and effect on them. And it knows that the way to do that is to give the piece structure. I just right-clicked on structure in my Word document and pulled up this definition: “a system or organization made up of interrelated parts functioning as a whole.”

Think of structure as the skeleton that holds up the work. Imagine your body without its skeleton. You would still have all your lovely parts, but they would be in a heap on the floor. The skeleton tells you where everything fits: where the head goes, where to stick the anklebone (connect it to the leg bone).

Structure is not sexy—there won’t be a woman with tear-stained cheeks who grabs your sleeve at a bookstore reading to say how moved she was by your use of setup or that tie-back ending. You won’t get letters from readers grateful for all the digressions you took out. But structure will get you into that bookstore. The essays and memoirs you’ve loved may read like inspired outpourings, but if they’ve been published, chances are they were painstakingly rewritten in many drafts until, as the above definition says, the many parts functioned together as a whole.

Learning some of the techniques in this book will likely feel discouraging at first. You love—make that loved—to write, and now find out it’s hard! Improving your writing is like correcting your tennis serve: For a while neither your old serve nor your new one will seem to work. Then the new, better serve becomes part of you. So do your new writing techniques. You produce pieces that are both true and aesthetically satisfying, and this brings you checks and bylines and other forms of appreciation.

In terms of craft, what applies to the personal essay often applies to the memoir, and vice versa—you could call an essay a short memoir, and you could call a memoir a long essay. What I call theme in a memoir is epiphany in an essay. Perspective in an essay is reflective voice in a memoir. The essay’s angle is the memoir’s premise. Both essay and memoir use scene and dialogue, image, and detail. (I know I haven’t used all these terms yet, but believe me, we’ll get to them.)

By now you must have realized that Naked, Drunk, and Writing is not about peeling off your clothes, grabbing a glass of wine, and joining me in the hot tub for a writing session. It’s about shedding your inhibitions and loosening your defenses so that you can stand naked before the truth that lies dormant within you. It’s about the intoxication that comes with the terror and beauty of being exposed and vulnerable to something bigger than you ever thought you were. It’s about developing the courage, confidence, and skill that will take you through the arc of becoming a successful writer.

So come on in, get yourself some coffee, or tea, or whatever from the kitchen, find a seat, and let’s go on.


PART II

THE PERSONAL ESSAY


three
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ELEMENTS OF THE SUCCESSFUL ESSAY
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In the end, it is my belief that words are the only things that can construct a world that makes sense.

—KATE ATKINSON, AUTHOR OF BEHIND THE SCENES AT THE MUSEUM



LET’S START with the short narrative essay. Here your aim is to capture a moment, a mood, or a surprise—not tell us a long complicated story. The word essay may remind you of what Mrs. Bernardicou with the baggy arms made you write back in high school, but here I’m talking about something very cool: a short piece that you write in the first person about something that happened to you.

Let’s agree we’re talking about a piece of about 800 to 1,500 words, to be published in a newspaper, on a website, or in a magazine. I leafed through some magazines to find some examples of these for you. A woman in the New York Times Magazine talked about her daughter’s anorexia: “I stood in the kitchen looking at the mess and thought of how our lives had shrunk to the confines of these four walls.” A woman in Alternative Medicine recalled how she began taking naps: “The first time I did it, I wondered what was wrong with me.” Pauline Chen wrote a piece for the “Lives” section of the New York Times about a night harvesting organs from cadavers that was routine until she found herself working on a woman who looked much like herself.

Keep It Small

Notice that the scope of those stories is restricted: a kitchen, a nap, a routine operation. “Great subjects,” said V. S. Naipaul, “are illuminated best by small dramas.” You reveal the strains in the marriage when you describe the fight over stacking the dishwasher. The avocado plant that served you as a Christmas tree can show your new life in California. Talk about the day the movers came, and we will get the story of your divorce from what’s in the boxes. Short as it may be, an essay can be large in the implications of the truth it tells. You can’t tell everything you learned about saying good-bye to people in a four-page piece, but you can tell us about one such good-bye—and express what you learned through that.

You know those nesting boxes they make for kids, where you start with a large box and take out smaller and smaller ones? With an essay, it’s the opposite: You start with the smallest box. Begin with the day you asked your father to teach you to paint, and he set you up with a still life of a lemon and a crème de menthe bottle to draw. Work toward the larger: the day you realized you were an artist.

The more specific your topic is, the easier it will be to tell what goes in and what doesn’t, and the fewer drafts you’ll have to write. On the other hand, the broader the topic is—“the two years I spent taking care of my grandfather” or “my interesting experiences in Saudi Arabia”—the more you’re forced to use abstractions and make statements we have to take on faith, and in general blather on, and the more drafts you’ll have to write to find the story that you can tell forcefully in a few pages.

It’s not just about reducing the frame to a detail, like cropping a picture on Photoshop. It’s also focusing on one thing, the one story you are trying to tell. (This may mean being prepared to take perfectly good ideas out of a piece and save them for another day, lest they distract.) And, of course, it’s not always simple, that act of focusing. The experience lodged in your memory is fused with other memories. It can take several drafts just to find exactly what it is you want to say, and to decide what events or details will best deliver that meaning. Writing about your life can be like clearing a choked up waterway: you hack and tug until the water trickles through.

Find a significant moment, and then find a way to frame that moment. My student Scottie Ross’s piece takes place during a ten-minute period in her psychiatrist’s waiting room. It begins with Scottie asking herself why she thinks of her psychiatrist as “this white woman” when the doctor is late:


Where the hell is this white woman? Whoa, who said that? Good grief, I did. Okay, so she’s twenty minutes late. But still, that’s no cause for me to be mind-screaming “white woman.” I’ve never called her that, never thought of her that way. Let’s think about this.



The rest of the essay catalogues Scottie’s experiences as a black woman growing up in America, including answering an ad for a babysitter, only to be handed a rag and told, “You can start in the dining room.”

What Question Drives Your Essay?

As we find in Scottie’s piece (“why did I say, ‘white woman’?”), a question often lurks at the heart of a personal essay. What don’t you understand? What can’t you do? These provide great starting points for an essay. In “Death of a Pig,” E. B. White asks himself why he felt so bad about killing a pig when he raised it for slaughter. In “Shooting an Elephant,” George Orwell puzzles out why, as a British officer at an Indian outpost, he had to kill an elephant even after it had finished its rampage through the village and was harmless.

The question that drives your essay can be small: Why can I not stand to watch my husband lolling in the tub for thirty minutes? Why did it take hundreds of wrong exits off the freeway for me finally to get contacts? Why, when I have been content to follow my husband from job to job and city to city for ten years, am I balking this time? My student Catherine Shepard-Haier published a piece in the Denver Post in which her question was: Am I going to take the toiletries? And if I am, why?

Write about the Moment Something Changed

Narrative essays show us experiences that have in some way changed you. Let’s pause a minute to consider this. Some life events feel huge, but do not necessarily change you. You got fired, you got dumped, you got cancer, or you got treated unfairly. These experiences certainly change your circumstances, and they affect you deeply, and for that reason they feel as if they have meaning. But will they mean as much to the reader? Many upsetting events fall under the heading of, excuse me, Shit Happens. You can lose a lot of time trying to write about them. Did a scheming hospice nurse get herself written into your mother’s will and run off with your inheritance? Being the victim of a swindle, or suddenly being poor, is not change, but bad luck. Finding out that people can be rats is not change either.

Practically everybody who gets fired sits down to write a book about it—but what’s the story? Getting fired makes you mad, but that’s not change. You seethe for a while, make some notes. It feels huge to you, and it is. But being the victim of injustice is not a story. It’s the literary equivalent of hit and run. It leaves you still you, just grumpier, more embittered, less fun at parties.

You and your brother hadn’t spoken in six months—then he dies. You were molested at fourteen and your mother did nothing to stop it. You become obsessed for years with someone you eventually realize is a louse (we readers realized that on page two). Let me give you an example of a vivid event that nonetheless doesn’t show change. My sister Nora told me about taking a cab down a dark back street to a business meeting at a hotel in Taipei when abruptly the driver jumped out and ran off. Nora was left with her suitcase and little blue overnight case in an empty cab. She couldn’t even read the street signs, and had no idea where she was. In the end, though, she found her way back to the hotel without much trouble.

“Did that experience change you?” I asked her one day.

“I found out I could take care of myself when I needed to,” Nora replied.

“Before that cab ride, did you think you couldn’t take care of yourself?” I asked.

“Well, no,” she said. “I always knew I could.”

No change. She was the same confident person after the experience as she was before it. She didn’t find out anything new about herself. She remembers that night because she was alone in a strange city, with street signs she couldn’t read.

Nora’s story is an anecdote—a short recounting of an interesting or humorous incident. Anecdotes have a strong role to play, but they don’t always add up to an essay, no matter how much time you spend on them. It’s funny that your old mother bought a BB rifle to kill her squirrels with, but that’s all it is—funny. Same thing with the story of how your addled aunt ordered four turkeys for Thanksgiving, or a telephone operator once coached you through cooking a chicken.

The Greek root of anecdote means “unpublished news.” That’s what they are—brief narratives. An anecdote is just something that happened. Running into Mick Jagger in a sports bar in New York was exciting, but where’s the struggle, the change in you? Belinda Hulin, an editor at Skirt! who took one of my workshops, put it this way in a piece for the magazine:


If there’s no catharsis, no growth, no change involved, then you’re left with an anecdote—a part of some larger whole—rather than a self-contained essay or story. Like that of most women, my life has been full of hilarious-in-hindsight incidents. But alas, my accordion body, my landfill approach to housekeeping, my bizarre divorce, my cradle-robbing second marriage, my unseemly yearning to become a born-again trust fund baby, and the myriad instances in which my slow-to-rehabilitate smart mouth have gotten me into trouble, are just not going to write. Why? Because I’ve happily, gloriously learned nothing from these romps.




THE CRAFTY WRITER

You want to write about your anecdotes anyway; they’re vivid or shocking or funny Everybody says, “You should write about that.” If you can’t tease meaning out of them, group them with other anecdotes to make a story: “My Brushes with Celebrity,” “Disasters That Didn’t Happen,” or “Three Things That Happened That Led Me to AA.” Anecdotes that can’t stand alone can be part of a larger essay.



Find the points of change (turning points, learning points) in your life, and you will find your material: The time you realized it was a mistake to move to the sticks. The moment you knew you couldn’t go through with the adoption. The discovery that you had a twin who died at birth, and how that discovery made you decide to become a pediatrician. A moment of change might be the day you threw your estranged husband’s nail gun into the bushes and realized that the worst part of divorce for you was not how badly your spouse behaved, but how badly the process made you behave. Or the time your Volkswagen filled with twenty pairs of expensive designer footwear was stolen in Mexico, and to your surprise you were glad, and never again spent money on shoes.

Let’s say that you walk over a bridge during a summer thunderstorm. You’ve always been afraid of lightning. Normally, you would sprint to the nearest building for cover and wait until the worst passed. But one day you do not run. Instead you stand as tall as you can, without fear, and when you reach the other side of the bridge, you’ve decided to quit your job and go to Africa. Your essay will tell us why you didn’t run that day.

Here are some examples of changes that would make good essays. The first one is from a student paper about a dinner date that ended less innocently than it began:


We walked out of the restaurant and while waiting for the valet to bring my car around, Harold asked me if we could have dinner again. Immediately, I knew it was more than dinner he wanted, and I was shocked as the word “Yes” came out of my lips. At that moment, I changed from a committed, solid wife to someone who was willing to flirt with, well, flirting. I had crossed my own line. I found it exhilarating. My self-image was shattered and a sexy, dangerous woman emerged.



My student Kristin Lund changed the moment she found out she and her husband were expecting twins:


I discovered I was not in control of the universe. I know it sounds crazy. But I was a control freak. I thought I could see everything on the horizon before it got near me. Twins! I never saw that coming.



Notice that Kristin is not talking about the change in her circumstances—having twins is a change in anybody’s circumstances (as anybody who’s tried to wedge a double stroller down the aisle in Target knows). She’s talking about the change in her.

Another example is a friend of mine whose colleagues at Sunset magazine threw her a ten-year anniversary party. They paraded around the room carrying a banner composed of every story she’d done for the magazine taped together—thousands of words about redwood decks, blue jays, and table arrangements—my friend thought, Enough! and quit the next day. That’s a change.

Build the Essay

Let’s say that you have settled on a moment of change to write about. How do you shape an essay around that? For all its charm and sometimes apparent aimlessness, an essay has a skeleton, an underlying structure that makes it work. The narrative essay, the subject of this chapter, has the age-old structure of a story. By “story,” I don’t mean “something that happened.” I mean story in the formal sense of the term: somebody (in this case, you) wants what they can’t have and tries to get it, and the end resolves the problem.

The narrative essay has these major story elements: character, problem, struggle, epiphany, resolution. In between these elements, of course, we get image and detail, tone, fantasy, memory, style and language, and the other elements that draw us into any pleasurable reading experience.

CHARACTER

The character in your essay is you—which is why we want to know and like you. A good story is not simply a series of “and then, and then” events told sequentially. There has to be something that holds the events together as a coherent whole. That something is in fact a someone—you. What happens in the story happens to you. In a drama, you would be known as the protagonist. In a personal essay, we will call you the narrator.

You are the “I” voice of the essay. Cells snapped into something singular when you came along—and that’s what you want to get on the page. It’s not enough to tell us what happened—let us know who it happened to. This is where tone comes in, and images, which we’ll talk about in later chapters. For now, realize that “I” is not a lot of information for the reader. You write, “I went for a walk,” and the reader doesn’t know if you’re a man or a woman, fifteen or fifty, Lithuanian or a native of Oregon. Look for ways to give readers clues about who is talking to them. Instead of saying, “I was working all the time,” show yourself hunched over a desk eating Peking duck out of a carton or briskly snipping yardage at Calico Corners.

PROBLEM

We talked earlier about the question at the heart of an essay. Another way to look at it is to say that a problem drives every personal essay. If there is no problem, there is no conflict, and thus no tension, and thus no reader. Here are some examples:


I wanted my son to get the guitar I wanted, not the one he wanted.

I wanted to propose marriage to a canoe instructor I met fifteen minutes before.

I wanted a car.



The surface concern may mask the true problem, one the narrator is unaware of at the time. In fact every essay about getting a thing—from a promotion to regional sales manager to a 61-inch HD TV to the perfect cottage in the Pennsylvania woods—is always about something deeper. It’s about wanting respect or wanting to make up for a deprived childhood or wanting to run away.

Thus the problem that the writer begins with can be a seemingly trivial one: I want to get into those leather pants. I got stuck with a cat. I can’t find the swimming hole my friend drew me a map of. It can be a mundane concern of yours on the day you had the epiphany that changed your life. For example, the surface problem can be you trying to ditch an irritating boyfriend at a weekend retreat in upstate New York, while the underlying problem (as we find out when you end up kissing another girl in a hot tub) is you realizing you’re not attracted to men.

You’ll see that the problem, like all the elements of the essay, will be fleshed out in the actual writing, as my student Robert Doane illustrates:


I wanted a car. I wanted a car that belonged in the after-school traffic jam, that row
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