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Dedication

TO PETER: Because my best stories start with you.

AND JUNE: Who added new chapters, better chapters—who would have thought?
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INTRODUCTION:
Why Write Your Memoir?

I can still remember the day that I first fell in love with a memoir. It was on a day much like today in fact—a cold day, relentless with rain. I had been living in New York City for about a year, had my first post-college job, and was living in a tiny studio apartment that I adored despite its many pitfalls. While I was lucky to be gainfully employed (somewhat gainfully anyway) and to have found a semi-decent place to live, I still hadn’t been here long enough to fully integrate myself into my new hometown. New York was exciting yes, but tough going at times. It was lonely, and I often felt like I was the only person in an entire city of six million who didn’t have a few friends she could call up to have brunch or make plans to see a movie. So, books were my solace, and I tore through them like crazy that first year. Stocking up on a few novels on Sunday afternoons became a ritual, and it was during a visit to Brooklyn’s BookCourt that I happened upon Mary Cantwell’s Manhattan, When I Was Young. While I can’t honestly say it was the first memoir I had read, I know it’s the first one that made a lasting impression. I immediately connected with Cantwell’s story of moving to New York City to work in publishing, even though her affair with the city started a good forty years before mine did. I felt an instant kinship with her narrative that was unlike anything I had felt when reading fiction. Like all book lovers, I have my favorite characters, and have found myself closely relating to Beverly Cleary’s charming, though undeniably awkward, Ramona Quimby since the age of eight. On a good day, I might feel a bit like Harper Lee’s formidable Scout—or after a day of too much online shopping, I might relate to Edith Wharton’s classic spendthrift, Lily Bart a bit more closely than I would like to. And during most of my twenties, Bridget Jones was my personal hero. But there was something about reading a real account of a young woman’s early years in New York City that spoke directly to me. I understood the thrill that a new city brings, even if being lost on the subway or sharing your apartment with large flying insects are part of the equation. Cantwell writes of her first New York City apartment with an elegance that has made her memoir a classic:


“The furniture—two studio couches, a big table, a couple of hard chairs, and a pier glass leaning against the fireplace—belongs to the landlord. We have our reading lamps from college, though, and Allies’s phonograph, and ironing board and iron from S. Klein’s on Union Square, some pots and pans, a small bottle of vermouth, and a fifth of Dixie Belle Gin. We have, in short, everything we need, anyway. There are nights when, cross-legged on my studio couch, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons on the phonograph and stray cats scrabbling in the weeds outside the kitchen window, I can feel joy exploding in my chest.”



That paragraph perfectly captures the promise of adventure, a woman’s life unfolding—something big starting from almost nothing, and in a way, this is really what writing a memoir is all about. There are too many memoirs to count that have started from small stories—a child ignored but somehow growing up strong and successful; a woman losing herself in her marriage but choosing to cast her grief aside and take a long, healing trip; a boy in the projects of Red Hook who believed God was “the color of water.” And another boy, this one in Ireland, whose house was flooded—but never mind, his family just pretended they lived in Venice. Could the authors of The Glass Castle; Eat, Pray, Love; The Color of Water; and Angela’s Ashes ever imagined that these singular details of their lives would eventually be turned into stories that would be read by millions of people around the world? And while the aforementioned memoirs are wonderful, there are many memoirs that are equally riveting but aren’t exactly household names. I sincerely hope that this book will inspire you to experiment and read a few that you might not be familiar with.

Since reading Mary Cantwell’s story, I’ve been delighted to learn that the world is full of wonderful storytellers—and as you probably know, there is a memoir to be found on almost every topic. Since most of us can’t just go off to Italy or India for a year, or easily quit our jobs to try culinary school, sometimes reading a good memoir on the topic is the next best thing. And while I’ve always been curious about the goings-on in restaurant kitchens and culinary school greatly interests me, I know I’m much better off—and a lot safer—cooking in my own kitchen, so memoirs are the perfect stand-in. Then there are the memoirs where I’m so incredibly grateful I haven’t had the same experience—The Glass Castle, Angela’s Ashes, Blackbird—these are the memoirs that make me hug my family closer at night and nearly burst with gratitude over having something as simple as a hug from my young daughter. Memoirs are powerful and full of feeling, and they stick with you unlike books from any other genre.

The very fact that you’re reading this book suggests that you, too, are a lover of other people’s stories and, like me, have a relentless fascination with the lives of other people. You can’t help but wonder what kinds of apartments people on the bus are going home to, or why it is the man in line next to you at the grocery store is buying flowers. Is he proposing? Did he have a fight with his wife? Or does he just like the way flowers look in his dining room? You find the smallest of details fascinating and nothing escapes you. Memoir lovers are a nosy lot, and wonderful tales are often spun from the smallest of details, which is probably why I’ve never stopped reading memoirs since the day I stumbled upon Manhattan, When I Was Young.

So what is the story you want to tell? Are you just a natural story-teller who can put an amusing spin on any tale and can keep everyone on the edge of their seats? Have you led an unusually challenging or extraordinary life and need some help getting it down on paper? Do you want to preserve your memories for generations to come? Are you planning to spend a year trekking through the rainforest and want to chronicle the experience? Whatever your story, the good news is that, while memoir writing can be incredibly challenging and daunting, it is possible to make the process a little easier with some proper planning and hard work. This book will walk you through the process by giving you some insight as to what has made some of the most successful memoirs of late appeal to millions of readers, and how you, too, can learn from them. I’ll help you figure out what your strengths are as a memoir writer, what pieces of your story might best be left “in the drawer,” what your “hook” is—that special something that makes your story different from everyone else’s—and how to keep your life story from wandering and getting completely out of control. We’ll work on all of the basics too—voice, dialogue, pacing, structure. Don’t get me wrong, setting out to write a memoir is hard work, but by committing to this process and following these guidelines, you’ll come out with a piece of writing you’ll be proud of, and that will preserve the story you want to tell for generations to come.
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PART ONE
preparing to write

I hate reading directions. I’m more of a dive right in and see if I can figure things out on my own kind of girl. I’ll take this confession one step further and tell you that in my foolish past I’ve been known to skip an introduction when reading books such as this one. But luckily I’ve learned a thing or two over the years … namely that if the author of a book that’s proposing to teach you how to write and sell your memoir has bothered to include an introduction there’s probably a good reason. I’d like to think that’s the case here (read: if you skipped it, go back and read it!). I’m hoping that the introduction inspired you to get excited about the genre. Did it give you a “Hey yeah! That’s exactly what I’m aiming to write!” sort of feeling? Good—if it did, then I succeeded. Writing a memoir is a big project, and you’ll need to let that enthusiasm carry you through—while your memoir is coming along well, and also when you’re feeling stuck and on the verge of giving up the entire endeavor all together. Trust me, it happens.

And if you are anything like me, right now you’re feeling like you just want to jump up and get going already. You want to write! I’m here to ask you to think about a few things before you jump into the wild world that is memoir writing. What if I told you that by just reading these first few chapters and sorting through a few essential issues you could make your story more marketable? Hint: Publishers love marketable. What if by sitting back and listening to what I have to say you could learn how to boil your story down into a few essential talking points? Basically show you how to make your story all the more appealing to agents, editors, and media outlets? Handy information, people! Would you still want to jump in and start working on your own? Or would you be willing to listen? What if by starting out slowly I could save you the trouble of hearing the dreaded “sorry, we’ve already published ten memoirs about women who have quit their corporate jobs to make organic jam for a living.” That’s painful to hear after pounding out 300 pages of prose—believe me. But you wouldn’t have had this problem if you’d read section one first! And lastly, I can help you sort out all of your memories so that you’ll know exactly how to choose the ones that are the most interesting—and avoid the ones that are likely to bore a potential agent to death. Again, while I’m really not much of a fan of getting ready to do anything, I promise you it’s worth it. So let’s get READY TO WRITE.




CHAPTER ONE:
Understanding the Genre

T ruth is stranger than fiction. We’ve all heard this a million times before. But there is perhaps no better proof to this statement than the overwhelming success of some recent memoirs, and the unbelievable growth this genre has experienced over the past few years. Frank McCourt’s groundbreaking Angela’s Ashes spent two years on The New York Times best-seller list, won a Pulitzer Prize and a National Book Critics Circle Award, and more recently, Elizabeth Gilbert’s runaway bestseller and Oprah pick Eat, Pray, Love captured the hearts of women everywhere and currently boasts an astonishing five million copies in print. Memoir lovers have eaten up books on topics covering everything from bizarrely abusive childhoods (Angela’s Ashes Blackbird, The Glass Castle, Running With Scissors), addiction (A Million Little Pieces, Dry, Drinking: A Love Story, Beautiful Boy), food (Julie & Julia, Tender at the Bone), grief (The Year of Magical Thinking), unmanageable dogs (Marley & Me) and have even shed collective tears during the last days of two different college professors (Tuesdays With Morrie and The Last Lecture). Memoirs have worked their way into the American mainstream and show no signs of turning back.

Memoir writers are a brave lot. It takes guts to tell a story—your story—so publicly. But memoir writers often find that the story they carry inside of them simply needs to be told, whether it means coming clean about an abusive childhood, or sharing a story about a life-changing trip. And what is the story that you need to tell? And why a memoir? There are many other formats in which to tell your story. Personal essays, magazine articles, blogs, and, of course, the local pub are all viable options. But a full-length memoir allows for exploration of the topic at hand, and provides an opportunity to use tension and pacing to draw the reader through your entire story. A memoir is the perfect canvas for a writer to relay an experience completely on her own terms, through her choice of setting, tone, style, voice, format—and even how she portrays her “characters” and uses dialogue. But before we start getting down to work on your memoir, it’s important that we take a few moments to discuss those particular elements that make a memoir different from other literary formats. Having a better understanding of what’s generally expected of this format is going to make the planning process easier, help you determine what are your strengths as a writer and how to highlight them, as well as figure out what are the strengths of your story and how to maximize them as you’re planning out your memoir. There are so many different ways to write a memoir—an author isn’t limited to a chronological retelling of events from point A to point B—so a closer look at some of the key elements is a must.

HOW MEMOIRS DIFFER 
FROM OTHER GENRES

KEY DIFFERENCE #1:
Memoirs Create a Personal Connection Between the Author and Reader

This is perhaps one of the greatest differences between memoirs, journalism, and fiction. There is no other genre (other than maybe the personal essay—but hey, it’s an essay, there’s only so far you can go) where the author is so closely connected to the reader. You can “fake it,” of course, with novels; everyone has felt a close connection to fictional characters, and this can certainly be meaningful, but we all know that ultimately our beloved favorite characters aren’t real. But knowing the individual whose story you are following is a real live person who did, in fact, experience and feel every emotion and event you are reading on the page is powerful.

While journalists often serve as a guide in narrative nonfiction, which can be a wonderful way to experience a place or event that we may never otherwise have a chance to see up close, journalists are of course impartial. A journalist’s job is to investigate a particular topic and his objective isn’t to tell you about his experience, but to collect and document the experiences of others. This is of course a good thing when it comes to journalism, but with memoir, the beauty is in experiencing the emotions, and expectations—both the good and bad—with the author, which just isn’t possible with journalism. Another important aspect of the author/reader relationship however, is that this usually means that regardless of whatever horrific acts the memoirist may have committed, they must come across as likeable to the reader. This means that after a long and terrible career of say, slaying kittens, or stealing candy from small children, the memoirist must be self-reflective enough—must have learned enough from her experience that the reader can put such atrocities aside and look beyond the bad. If the person writing the memoir is waking up every morning and saying, “Hey, I’m going to see how big of a jerk I can be today! Watch me ruin lives!” it’s likely that their story is just not going to have wide appeal. I will admit that there are a couple of notable exceptions to this rule, but such exceptions are rare, and you would be well advised to avoid this format if you do not have enough distance from your past actions to come across with any remorse.

KEY DIFFERENCE #2:
Memoirs Transport Readers to a Place They Wouldn’t Ordinarily be Able to Go

Most memoirs are written (obviously) because the author has a story or experience that is worth sharing—or their experience has taken them to a place that ultimately provides a valuable lesson, one that is universal enough that a wide audience is going to glean value from it. This experience can range from anything from a bizarre or abusive childhood to an unusual job as a fisherman or maybe a magician. In recent years, we’ve seen memoirs on everything from living with dogs, living with cancer, surviving drugs and alcohol addiction, spending a year without shopping, and losing spouses to learning to cook French cuisine. A memoir takes readers to a place that they aren’t ordinarily able to go, or frankly, wouldn’t want to go on their own accord, and it’s the memoirist job to re-create the experience for them in a satisfying way on the written page. This means that you must have a story that is “share worthy,” and you must be able to successfully and accurately re-create your story with colorful description, vivid dialogue, and masterful storytelling.

KEY DIFFERENCE #3:
Memoirs Must Successfully Battle 
the “So What?” Moment

Bringing a story to life on the page is about more than just “having the material.” A memoirist needs to be able to translate her story into a lively, engaging, and share worthy story that a reader is willing to plunk down his hard earned cash. Nearly every description of a memoir hits what I like to call the “so what? moment”. If you take a second to think about it, most (not all mind you, but most) memoirs are not written under the most extraordinary circumstances. Because of this, the memoirist has to bring quite a few additional elements into the mix to make his story worth the fifteen to even thirty dollars it will cost you to buy it. Case in point: Most best-selling memoirs, if you were to boil the story down to their core, probably have the same story as someone who lives down the street from you, or as someone who works in your office. Chances are, you know a woman who went through a horrible divorce, a man who had terrible childhood, or even someone who has a really semi-cute but precocious dog. So what? Do you want to hear about their divorce or this dog every day? Let’s take this a step further: Would you actually give them twenty-six dollars to read intimate details about their divorce or this mischievous dog? Chances are you would probably start to find this divorcée/dog incredibly annoying and dull, would go to great lengths to avoid this person, and would seriously consider giving them twenty-six dollars to never mention their divorce/dog again. This is what I call the “so what?” moment. Since most of us are not princesses, daughters of famous rock stars, etc., we just don’t automatically have the kind of mind-blowing material that results in the “tell me more” situation right off the bat. That doesn’t mean we don’t have the material to write a fascinating memoir—it just means we have to battle the “so what? moment” using some of the other tools in our toolbox. While we’ll get into the specifics of how to do this in Part Two of the book, for now, you need to know that some of the weapons used for battling this problem are:

• voice

• format

• style

• universal themes

• relatability

• a good hook

• clean parameters

• an engaging moment of discovery

BEFORE YOU BEGIN …

As with most things in life, whether it is applying for college, buying a home, or interviewing for a job, it’s generally advisable to approach the matter in a semi-knowledgeable fashion. Obviously, you tend to agree, since here you are, reading this book. As a member of the publishing industry, I’m constantly astonished when my colleagues tell me they just “don’t have time to read.” Um, what??!! I’m a firm believer that to break into any business, and in this case you’ve chosen the arguably eccentric and incredibly competitive business that is memoir writing, it’s best you know who and what you’re up against. Trying to write a memoir without knowing a) what is considered the best of the best, b) knowing what the different types of memoirs out there “feel like,” and c) not being familiar enough with the genre to toss around the most popular titles and their authors and publisher’s names with ease would be doing yourself a huge disservice. I’m not suggesting that you need to take a leave of absence from work and spend a year reading every memoir that was published. But I am suggesting that maybe you find a way to carve out some extra time every day to devote some time to research. This might mean getting up a half hour early every morning to read, turning off the television, or not going to the movies. Do whatever you need to do to find some extra reading time. Chances are, if you’re feeling the bug to actually write a memoir, you’ll find the reading immensely enjoyable.

A Couple of Rules to Remember

Whether your goal is to write the next Autobiography of a Face or The Middle Place after a difficult illness, or simply use your witty storytelling abilities to put a fresh spin on what law school is really like, you have that option, because one of the best things about memoir writing is how much freedom there is for experimentation. There is always room for a fresh new voice, or an author who knows how to make a story work within an exciting new format. But, there are a couple of simple rules it would be wise to follow closely.

1. Memoirs vs. Autobiographies: Do Not Write a 
Single Word Until You Understand the Difference

Unless you are Bill Clinton or Eleanor Roosevelt (in which case you have resurrected yourself from the dead, which in itself would make for a fascinating memoir) or some other equally important person of significant historical stature, you are not writing an autobiography. There seems to be much confusion on this topic, and as a lover of memoirs, I can’t help but think the world will be a better place once this issue has been sorted out once and for all. An autobiography is a biography written by the person who is in fact also the subject of the book. In other words, an autobiography is the entire life story of a particular individual. Still not following me? The more you familiarize yourself with the genre, the more you’ll see what I’m talking about—I swear. Traditionally, autobiographies are reserved for individuals who are extraordinarily famous, since an autobiography literally spans an individual’s entire life, and, in fact, usually talks about the previous couple of generations of their families. A regular Joe just isn’t going to be interesting enough to warrant that in-depth look at his life. Princess Diana wrote an autobiography, and I assure you that she was famous enough—even at such a young age—to warrant such a thorough treatment of her life story. I’m certain her fans would want to know every detail of her life, including information about her parents and siblings. If I were to write an autobiography (don’t worry Mom and Dad, I have no plans to!), I assure you that no one could possibly care less as to whether or not it was snowing on the day I was born. As for Princess Di, surely there are chat groups devoted to that very topic. Are you starting to see the difference?

To date, memoir has come to mean an autobiographical work that is generally more specific in nature or that encapsulates a specific period of time or an experience. In other words, your memoir does not need to cover every detail of your entire life. Trust me, no publisher or agent wants to get a query letter for a memoir that begins with, “It was raining the day I was born.” It’s never a good sign. It generally means that there are 850, 10-point font, single-spaced manuscript pages to follow. If you start to pay attention to the timeframe of the memoirs you’re reading, you’ll note that they tend to cover a fairly specific period. So, a memoir is not so much a “life story” as it is a “story of a life experience.” If you’re not sure how to whittle back your life story into a manageable section, we’ll talk about that more in chapter three. For now, just keep in mind that this is not going to be a day-by-day, week-by-week, play-by-play of your life.

2. A Memoir Is Not a Book-Length Rant

While writing is certainly a cathartic exercise, you would be wise not to confuse anger with passion. A memoir is not the place to air your frustrations with your ex-wife, your place of employment, your jerk next-door neighbor, or anything else that’s angering you for that matter. While frustrations, emotions, depression—all sorts of unpleasantness—come up when writing a memoir, they must be part of some sort of greater theme, lest your memoir come out as one large e-mail to the universe’s complaint department. Who would want to read that? (Hello! Go buy a journal!) Just keep in mind that your own personal anger regarding a specific issue isn’t necessarily enough material for a full-length work. You must have learned from your experience and be able to communicate what was going on in your situation in a way that will make sense to readers on some sort of universal level so that they are able to connect with you.

ROUNDUP OF ALL-STAR MEMOIRS

It’s impossible to predict which books will become massive bestsellers—believe me, if anyone ever managed to solve that puzzle, the publishing industry would be able to pay much better salaries! And while I would never recommend modeling your own project directly after an already published book, it is certainly possible to draw inspiration from past successes. I’m a big fan of reading and rereading well received books that may be similar in theme to your own book with an eye for elements that may prove helpful. Keep paper and a pencil handy and be ready to note anything that might inspire you. You might find yourself thinking, “It’s really cool how this author breaks down her marriage into three different sections. That wouldn’t work for my book about raising children—but it might be an interesting way to revisit the way I handle this section about watching my parents grow older.” Inspiration can come from anywhere. It’s about being willing and able to recognize it when the opportunity is presented to you.

Since you are almost ready to start writing your own memoir, keep the following concepts in mind as you add new memoirs to your library or reread old favorites:


	interesting ideas about how to handle structure

	how different authors use flashback and move through time

	where and why different memoirs begin and end when they do

	how authors highlight sections where they seem to have “revelations”

	how authors use dialogue to add color to their stories

	what you like about each memoir

	what you don’t like about each memoir



Okay, I’m sure you’ve already figured out that I’m a very passionate memoir reader. I really eat them up. However, what you probably don’t know is that I’m actual very skeptical when it comes to memoirs. I tend to be a sucker for the underdog memoir. If I haven’t heard of it, chances are I’ll want to read it. So when everyone and their mother (and, of course, Oprah) are positively swooning over a memoir, I’m actually a pretty tough customer. But I was pleasantly surprised when I reread these mega-hits. These memoirs are all wildly successful for a reason, and it’s definitely worth taking a closer look at their strengths to try to glean what might have made them resonate with readers. Naturally there are quite a few memoirs out there that have reached superstar status, and while I couldn’t possibly cover them all, I have included a list of memoirs that have spent a significant amount of time on The New York Times best-seller list.


REALITY CHECK: You might be thinking, “If these memoirs are so successful, shouldn’t I just write one exactly like it, except a little different? Like a male version of Eat, Pray, Love?” NO! The examples I give are meant to inspire—not to be copied. Originality is key in publishing; rehashing someone else’s material will get you nowhere.




EAT, PRAY, LOVE BY ELIZABETH GILBERT

BASIC PREMISE

A thirtysomething woman who seemed to have it all (husband, career, country house, apartment in New York City) is left feeling confused, trapped, overwhelmed, and most of all, terrified to have a child. She finds herself crying in a panic on her bathroom floor one night, doing something that she can only liken to praying, when she hears an oddly comforting godlike voice say “go back to bed Liz.” This experience is soon followed by a divorce that can only be described as one for the record books, and the depression that came along with it was equally awful. Gilbert then decides to take an epic trip to explore three natures of herself in three different locations. She travels to Italy to eat, Bali to pray, and Indonesia to love.

A TYPICAL MOMENT


At the beginning of my spiritual experiment, I didn’t always have such faith in this internal voice of wisdom. I remember once reaching for my private notebook in a bitter fury of rage and sorrow, and scrawling a message to my inner voice—to my divine interior comfort—that took up an entire page of capital letters: “I DO NOT FUCKING BELIEVE IN YOU!!!” After a moment, still breathing heavily, I felt a clear pinpoint of light ignite within me, and then I found myself writing this amused and ever-calm reply. Who are you talking to, then?



WHY IT WORKS: THE BREAKDOWN

1. Eat, Pray, Love has an interesting format. The book is structured exactly like a japa malas prayer bead (note to reader—if you’re ever confused about structure, apparently you can look anywhere for inspiration!). Her story, like her beads, are broken down into 108 tales, and into three sections (Eat, Pray, and Love)—which she also points out is the same as the holy trinity. Pretty interesting right off the bat. You immediately get the feeling that this isn’t just an ordinary tale of woe of some woman’s divorce.

2. Who hasn’t been heartbroken, depressed, completely lost, and felt like a loser? It would be easy to instantly dislike a woman who gets to run around the world eating pasta and doing yoga for a year, but as she shares her experiences, she does so in such a way that you think, “Yeah, I’ve been there.” She is a “relatable character.” And a likeable one, too. She picks herself up and takes control of her life. She’s every heartbroken woman’s hero.

3. She manages to be serious and funny at the same time, and how she manages to do this on the topic of spirituality, is something of a marvel. It would be very easy to sound smug after doing several hours of silent meditation, but she still manages to inject the perfect amount of self-deprecation. She wants the reader to understand that she takes both her happiness and her spirituality very seriously, but she also wants you to know that she fully intends to continue to be a regular person, and that her previous few months of eating gelato and pasta are an important part of her personality, too. And notice the setting of her first epiphany. It isn’t an ancient church, a beautiful fountain, or even a romantic café; it’s her bathroom floor. Nothing says grounded like having an epiphany on the floor of your bathroom.

4. She listens and asks the right questions. I think this is an important point, and ultimately where a lot of her humor comes from. I noticed that most of the sections in Eat, Pray, Lovethat made me laugh were based on her observations of others. Case in point: Her sister’s explanation of what it’s like to have a baby, which she describes as “like getting a tattoo on your face. You have to make sure you really want it.” If she wasn’t listening, but just blathering on about her own grief, she would have missed this, and her memoir would be missing a lot of its richness and color as a result. She also asks questions of herself that many women just don’t bother to ask. “What do you want to do Liz?” “What would you find enjoyable to do today Liz?” Is it possible that she’s just found a way to make her grief much more glamorous and, therefore, more fun to read about than the average woman’s? Entirely possible, but definitely something every memoir writer can learn from.

ANGELA’S ASHESBY FRANK MCCOURT

BASIC PREMISE

Frank McCourt chronicles his self-described “miserable Irish Catholic childhood”—and, as he states, “the happy childhood is hardly worth your while.” When McCourt starts off by saying his childhood was miserable, he means it. The story you go on to read is so unbelievably miserable, you keep soldiering on, certain that their lot is just about to change. The children are at the complete mercy of their parents, who are at complete odds with each other about how to go about providing for children. It’s a bleak picture for sure. There’s no food, no work, and as McCourt points out, they are always wet. But this story is nevertheless captivating, and not just in a car wreck waiting to happen kind of way. There is a sense that the God this incredibly Catholic family is praying to every single Sunday surely will not let this suffering go on much longer. There are hints of love, some high points, and ultimately, McCourt himself is so charming and tenacious that you can’t stop reading.

A TYPICAL MOMENT


I don’t know why we can’t keep Eugene. I don’t know why they have to send him away with that man who puts his pint on the white coffin. I don’t know why they had to send Margaret away and Oliver. It is a bad thing to put my sister and my brothers in a box and I wish I could say something to someone.



WHY IT WORKS: THE BREAKDOWN

1. McCourt has an interesting approach to telling his own story. He manages to convey the facts in a manner that isn’t overly emotional—he has just enough distance from the story to make it readable. Were the tragic events of Angela’s Ashestold from the mother’s point of view for instance, this memoir may have simply been too sad to read. This may have something to do with the fact that we’re seeing the events through McCourt’s eyes as
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HOMEWORK

1. Read or Refamiliarize Yourself 
With Best-Selling Memoirs


2. Bigger Isn’t Always Better


3. Consider Joining or Starting 
a Memoir Reading Group






4. Start Jogging Down Memory Lane




RECOMMENDED READING


BEST-SELLING AND CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED MEMOIRS
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