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people traveling, secing someone off, or Waiting for a traveler? Who is
* departing? What is the occasion? Holiday? Duty? Tragedy? Ts the cou-

ple wnited or in conflict? Decide and write.

Act ], get your guy up a tree. Aot 11, throw rocks at hint.
ActHI, get your guy oulin the tree.

Jrulins Bpstein

Story as a Journey

The late great novelist and teacher John Cardoer ased (o say thai there ave only
two stories: someone went o d jm.u-n.ey and a stranger came o Lown. 1 onee
ran into a poet at the Yaddo writers” colony who reduced the formula still fur-
ther. “You fiction weiters,” he said, “Tverything you wiite is ibe same: two worlds
collide: a love story.”

You could do worse, for a definition of a story—{or when worlds {eadinres,
generations, genders, hoods) encoumter each other there is bound to be conflict,
and when human beings make couneetion, sume form of love oceurs,

In Chapter 3, T said that that a character is somoone capable of change. Story
is the process of that change. The change may be from alive to dead, from ugly
o hesutiful, from ignorant to wise, callous to compassionate, [rom cortain to

' uncertain or vies versa. But the change oceurs beciuse ihie chacacler conlron(s
a situation that will challenge her/his assmuptions and somehow shake up the
ensy heliefs—hence the prevalence, in aich a formulaiion, of strangers, journeys,
and worlds. T like the metaphor of the two worlds, too, because it saggests hoth
the jmportance of setting and the necossity of discovery. The new wuorld that
the charaster discovers may he the honse next door, it may be a dilferent set ol
assumpiions or the noxt stage of life {puberty is a foreign conntry, marriage is
an undiscovored planet}—hut the story will always end in an altered state in ak
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ranch is corjntercd by the awesome sirangencss of the adventure. Two worlds col-
Hde, in [act).

Tn the L:,r_ml’llct.—criﬁism;so]u{.lon model, slory is seen as a power struggle
between Lwo nearly equal forces, o prolagonist or certral character and an
anfagonist, who reprosents the obstacles to the protagonist’s desires and may
be another human being or some other force—God, nature, the self, and so forth,
I[ the antagonist is some abstract force, then, like the character’s desire, it will
also have a very specilic manifestation: nof “hadure” but “seven milus of white
water rapitls on the lower Colorade;” not “the supernal al” but “a mutant
replile embryo capable of hatehing in a human middle car”

1t is eruial that the opposing forces have approximately oqu al force, so that
our uncertdinty about the eutcome keeps us reading. Wo begin with a situation
in which the power s with the protagomist or the antagonist. Something happens,
and the potwer shifts 10 the other. Something elsc, and it shifts back again, Each
time the power shifts, ihe stakes are raised, each battle is higger, more intense
than the last, until (at the crisis mornent), one of the (wo opposing forces man-
ifests its pdwcr in a way thal the other cannot m alch.

Liere is|another short-short story {a lavish 232 words this tiine), also in a
child’s voide, i which the conllict-cri sis-resohition pattern is intense.

i
Wntchi:Jg Joey pop the red berries into Wis mouth Fke Ju-Tu Bees and Mags only
licking fhem at first, then chewing, so both of theke samifes look bloady and ) Jaugh
though T dov’t eat even one . .. then suddenly our moms are all around us
[ul[.houg' b anine doesn’t panie till she looks at the others, then sereams alonyy with
thes things like God dernmit did you eat these? and shakes me so my “No” sounds
like “ohinh-oh”) and thew wo're being yanked toward the house, me for once not
resisting as y mother scoops me into her arms, and inside the moms shove
medicing, thick and purple, down our iliroats in the hathroom; Joey in the Loilet,
Mags ial the sivk, we staring at the huir in (he wub drain as my mom pushes my
head déwn, and there is red vomit everywhore, splashing on the mirror and
powderrblue rugs, everywhere except the tub where mine is coming oot yellow,
the color of eorn mulfins from lunch, not a speck of vod, I fold you, 1 want to
seremun, and then it 1s over and T turn to my maether fora tonelr or a stroke on the
head lille the other moms (but she las moved to the doorway aud lighis a cigarette,
pushes hair out of her eyes) and there is only her smeared Tips saying, This wilf

feach ypit anyway.
wphis Is How I Remember It,” Betsy Kemper

In this| classical pattern, the story begins with an exposition, or statement
af the situbiion at the beginning of the action, which is typically, as here, a state
of unstable equilibrium (7 faugh, though I don’t eat ever one . .. ). Conflict
acrives with the mothers, and that conflict v ndergoes a series of complications
involvingjloree, blame, mistake, submission, anger, and so forth. The power
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struggle between wother and danghter cacalates through a change of setting.
Details build the contrast between the kinds of mom and the kinds of vomit.
‘e erisis action ocenrs as a moment of martyred triumph for the narrator (
told yor) and then there is a falling action or denotement i which the niother
and danghter rolreat to their respective eorners and settle bacle into what {we
know by now) is their habit of being, This is the resolution. Some questions
to consider: Why did the anthor choose to tell this story in a single sentonce?
What docs the narrator want? Who wins? Is it worth it?

_ This very short story is very much of the twentieth ccutury, in that the cri-
sis ocours in the mind of the narrator and the “resolution” does not offer a “solu-
tion.” The completion of the action has changed the characters not by a dramatic
reversal, but by moving them deeper into their impasse.

Order is a major value that fiterature o flers us, and order implies that the sub-
ject has been brought to closure. ln life this never quite Lappens. liven the nat-
ural “happy endings,” marriage and birth, leave domesticily and childrearing
10 be dealt with: the natural “fragic endings,” separation and death, leave traurm a
and bercavement in their wake. Literature absolves us of these nuisances.
Whether or not the lives of the characters end, the story does, and we ave Teft with
a satislying sense of completion. This is one reason wo enjoy crying or fecling ter-
rified or even nauseated by fiction; we know in advance that it's going to be over,
and by contrast with the continual struggle of living, all that ends, ends well.

Try This

Write a short siory on a postoard. {Weite small.} Make sure it has a conllict, # crisis,
and a resolution, Send it t a friend in another place (meaning you have published
it), or 1o yoursel{ {when it arrives you will he able to see it fresh).

ar:
A story, 2 memoir, or a play: Place two characters in a dangerous setting. Bach bas half

ol something that is no good withoul the other half. Neither wants to give up his/her
half. What happens?

Connection is hnman substance, the substanes of story. Its
gain and loss provides the emntional power.

Cluadia folison

Story as Connection and Disconnection

FEvery story presents sorue sort of journey, literal or psychological or boih, that
rosults in a change in the ceatral character, Kvery siory shows a patiern of con-
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stipper
fits.

(Falling action)
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({Complications) Be hamn i
by Everyone
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the slipper.
Yo
caurt go. Frince
fafls in love
with C.
Steprnother Fairy
Conflect Godmother
Clndereffa Invitation

1o the ball

At the beginning of the stru gele in “Cinderella,” the power is very clearly
on the Stepmother’s side. But the firsi event of the story is that an invitation
arrives from the Prince, which explicitly states that ail the Tadies of the land
are mvited (0 a ball. Notice that Cinderella’s desire 1s not to iriurnph over her
Stepmaothelr (though she eventaally will, much to our satisfaction); sich a desire
would dinfinish her goodness. She shnply wants to be relieved of her mistreal-
pent. She wants eqaality, so that the Pri nee’s invitatiow, which specifically gives
her a right|equal 1o the Siepmother’s and Stepdaughters’ rights, shifis the power
0 her.

"The Stgpmather fakes the power back by blunt lorce: You may not go; you
must get s ready (0 go. Cinderella. doos so, and the tliree leave for the ball,

‘Then what happens? 'The Fairy Codmother appears. It is very powerful to
have magip: on your side. The Fairy CGocanother offers Cinderella a gown, glass
slippers, apd o coach with horses and fooimen, giving her more force ihan she
has vet had.

Rut the magic is not all-potent. It has a qualification that portends bad luck.
it will last. pnly wntil midnight (unlike the Stepmother’s authority), and Cinderclla
st Teave the hall hefore the clock strikes iwelve or risk cxposure and deleat.
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What happens next? She goes 10 the ball und the Prince falls in love with
Ler—and love is an even more powerful weapon than magie in o literary war.
In some versions ol the tale, the Stepmother and Stepsisters are ma des lo mar-

vl at the beauty of the princess they don’t recognize, pointing to the irony ol Cin-

derella’s new power.

And then? The magic quits. The clock strikes twelve, and Cinderella runs
down the steps in her rags (o her rats an d panpkin, losing a slipper, bereli of her
pOWEr in every wiy.

Bt after that, the Prince sends out a messenger with the glass slipper and
a dietum (a dramatic repetition of the original invitation i which all ladies
were invited to the ball) that cvery female in the land is to fry on the slipper. Gin-
derella is given her rights again by royal decree.

What happens then? In most good retellings of the tale, the Stepmother also
repeats her assumption of brute authority by hiding Cinderclla away, while our
expectation of triumph js tantalizingly delayed with grotesque comedy: one sis-
ler cuts off 2 toe, the other a heel, trying to (il into the heroine’s rightful slipper.

After that, Ginderella tries on the slipper and it fits. This s the crisis action.
Magic, love, and royalty join to recognize the heroine’s true self; avil, numbers,
and authority are powerless against them. Al this point, the power struggle has
been decided; the eutcome is inevitable. When the slipper fits, vo farther action
can oceur that will deprive Cinderelta of her desire. The change in the lives of
all concerned is significant and pernnanent.

Ll many of the finest modern short stories and novels, the true tervitory of
struggle is the main character’s mind, and so the real erisis action must occnr
there. Yol it is important to grasp that any mental reversal that takes place in the
crisis of a story must be triggered or shown by an action, The slipper must {it.
Tt would not da if the Stepmaother just happened to change her mind and give
up the struggle; it would not do if the Prince just happened to notice that Cin-
derella looked like his Jove, The moreat of recognition must be manilested in an
action.

The tale has a brief “falling action”: the Prince swoeps Cinderella up on his
white horse and gallops away to their wedding. The story comes (o closure with
thg classic resolution of all comedy: They lived happily ever aftor.

If we look at “Cinderella” in terms of connection/disconnection we see A
pattern as cleor as that represented by the power siruggle. The lirst painful dis-
connention is that Cinderclla’s mother has died; her father has macricd {con-
nected with) a woman who spurns (disconnects from) her; the Prince’s invitation
offors connection, the Stepmother’s cruelty alienates again, The Fairy Godmaother
connects as n magical friend, but the disappearance of the coach and gown dis-
comnect Ginderella temporarily from that gran d aud glorious fairy-tale union,
marriage 1o the Prince. If we consult the emotions that this tale engenders—
pity, anger, hope, fear, romance, anticipation, disappointment, trinmph—we
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of the Dulke is, and that a wife is not only an object to him, but wortl: less than

an ebjet dart,

1

[he fhrm of story—in its incarnations as journey, conflict-crisis-resolution,

and conreciion-discounsction—is 50 prevalent in human caltire that scarcely

a1y

comthunication is free of it. ‘The most casual conversation includes ancedotes

of destindtion and detour, The company report boasts of obstacles overeome, The

irip

to school shapes up as power struggle between protagouist child and antag-

onist morn, resolved with a connecting hug or a puriing blast. Awarcness of these
shupes ciln inform any genre of writing &nd help to bridge the gap hetween mind
and mind, helping to achivve the first desire of any writer: connection with that

iniimais stranger, the reader,

Iry Thig

Write ar cssay thai fells u story.
or:
Wrile a story that can be performed d ramatically.
or:

Vrite a Hialogue thut is a poem.

More to:Read

Burroway, lanet. Writing Fiotione a Cuide to Narrative Craft. New York: Longman,

2003.

Forster, B.M, Aspects of the Novel, New York: 1larcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1972.

TLSSAY /

Pa.fricf.a Hampl
Red Sky in i

F#

Yoars ago, in another life Fwoke o look out the smeared window of a Grey-
Liomid bus Thad }';cellzpi‘fiipr/lg all night, and in the still-dark morning ol a small
Misﬁlw hers the driver had made a scheduled stop at a grimy

¢ Morning

url river [owpow

Story + {91

world and its incomprehension. He had abandor

-

diner, [ saw below me a stout micdle-aged woman in/a Howered housedress
turn and kiss full on the mouth a godlike young mah with golden curls. Bt
I've got that wrong: fe was kissing her, Passionatgly, without regard for the
d himselfl to his love, and
she, stolid, matronly, received this adoration gith simple grandeur, like
socialist-Tealist status of a womian taking up sheaves of wheal.

Their ages diclated that he must be het son, Lt ¥ had just come out
of the cramped, ruinous half sleep of a nighton a Greyhaound and T was clair-
voyant: This was thal thing called love. Fhe morning light eracked blood
red along the river.

Of course, when she lonbered o
forward with her two bulging bags, she chose the empty aisle seat next

me as lor own. She pitebed one bag ofito the overhead rack, and then heaved

o the bas a moment later, lurching

herself into the scat as if she wercised to hoisting sacks of potaloes onto
the [lathed of a pickup. She held the other bag on her lap, and leaned towad

the window. 'The beautiful boy fas blowing kisses. He couldn’t sce where
she was in the dark interior, so/he blow kisses up and down the side of the
bus, gazing ardently at the blank windows. “Pardon me,” the woman said
without looking at me, and feaned over, bag and all, to rap the glass, Her
heautiful boy ran back to fur window and kisscd and kissed, and finally
hugged hirnself, shutting his eyes in an ecsial ic pantornime of love-sweet-love.
She smiled and wuved back. .

Then the bus wagmoving. She slumped back in her scat, and Frurned
to Tier. 1 suppose 1 looked iransfixed. As our cyes met she said, “Fverybody
thinks Lie’s my son. But he’s not. He’s my husband.” She let that sink in.
Ghe was a larm wondan with hands that could have been a nan’s; L was a uni-
versity student, h:

tife, Ti. was even

t down 10 ray waist. 1t was loag ago, as 1 said, in another
other life for the country. The Victnam War was the time
wotigh, aud 1 was traveling, as 1 did every three weeks, to
visit my boyfrifnd who was in a federal prison. “D raft dodger,” ovy brother
said, “Draft fosister,” 1 pionsly retorted. | had never heen kissed the way
this woman had heen Lissed. 1 was living in a tattered corner of a romantic
idylt, the ofie where the hero is willing to sulfer for bis beliefs. | was Lhe girl-
friend. I Ifved on pride, not love.

My neighbor patied her short cap of hair, and scttled in for the long
haul agwe pulled onto the highway along the river, Leading south. “We heen
marrifd five years and we're happy,” she said with a penetrating satisfaction,
the shtisfaction that passeth nnderstanding. “Oh,” she 1ot out a profound sigh
as 7t she mined her truths from the bountiful, bulky carth, “Oh, I could tl
ypu stories.” She pul her arms stugly aronnd her bag, gazed for u moment,
\pparently made pensive by her remark, Then she closed her eyes and (vl

we were living

/

/ asleep.
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into nne trjp and still call it faet? How much dramatizing may be said Lo reveal
ruther than distort the truth?

At some point every writer of memoir and personal essay has {o grapple
with these jssues, Tuckily, they dow't have to be erappled with in firsi dreadt. Tlav-
ing acceputd that the mere fact of priting something into words changes it, hegin
by putting inte words as clearly and vividly as you can something thal you
Lenow abat, care aboul, or thal has happened to you, ‘Then begin to ool for par-
ticular pudpose, Consider how (o raise the tension and the drama. There will
inevitubly be changes of emphasis ind balance in the shaping of both rough draft
and rovisions. You ean lake advantage of the gentle permission of the essay form:
you miay el as well as show; you may say in so many words what the signifi-
sance is for you. Often the effect of an essay rests p reciscly in this, that it h-eginﬁ
in personal expericnee but reaches out to i larger idea or area ol thought about
the hranarl copdition. As authors CGarol Burke and Molly Best Tinsley put it in
(heir book [Fhe Creative Process, “The continuons movement back and forth [rom
specific ingtanee to gene -al significance, from fast to meaning, [rom the sen-
sory und epotional to the in tellectual——such is the art of ihe essay.”

Cliven its qualitics of fact and forthrightness, the essay is o capacions, mal-
leable, and|forgiving lorm. Not only does it ot have to have the thesis—topic-sén-
(enco—eonclusion form of outline we were all (aught, but it can easily borrow from
any form you choose: story, monologue, lesson, list, rondel, collage. The trick
is 1o lind the right shape for the idea yon have 10 presend. . .

Kinds of Essay

Tust about|anyone who gets through high school in America becomes fomiliar
with hasie forms of the essay: the expository that imparts formation; the narr-
ative that teeounts events in their order; the deseriptive thal adds sense impres-
sions; the %u:rsuaﬁ_ive that wants (o influence us. An article is usually an essuy
that purpdris to be “objective,” that de-emphasizes the perspective and per-
sonality of[the waiter to concentrite on the subject aiter; publication in a news-
prarer o nfaEasine s implied. A feature is a hwman inierest siory, also bound for
a newspaper. An article that concentrates on a person ot place may be called a
profile. .

But any or all of these purposes may be mixed, {reed, and enlivened through
greater afigntion to siylistic and dramaiic devices, peesonal voice, and a search
for range Jind resonance. Such essays may be called literary nonfiction or
creative nonfiction, the latier being a popular (if slightly cumbersome) term
10 describdg cssays that include the personal but don’t necessarily stay there, Lee
Gutkind, sn important practitioner and champion of the form, sees creative non-
fietion as dllowing the writer “to employ the diligence of u reporter, the shifi-
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ing voices wid viewpoints o [ & novelist, the relined wordplay of a poet, anel the
analytical modes of the cssayist,” and he soes as a requivement thal the essiys
should “have purpose and meaning beyond the experiences relaied.” The tech-
micques Guikind describes are akin to those that Tom Wolte eo-opted in the 1900z
for what he termed new journalism, a kind of reporting in which the reporicr
became a character in his report, and which relied on all the techuiques of a nov-
elist inclucing—imporiantly, for Wolfe—ihe details of dress, gesture, speech, and
ownership that eveal social statas.

Creative nonliction encomipusses two SOTTS of essay hat differ more in exop ha-
<is than in kind—but muy differ vadically in empliasis—and that will be the focus
of this chapter. A memoir is a story retrieved from the writer’s memory, with
the writer as protugonist—the remembering. Mamoir tonds 1o place the empha-
sis om he story, and the “point” is likely to emerge, as it does i fiction, largely
from the events and charscters themsolves, rather than through the author’s spec-
wation or reflection. The personal essay, on the other Tund, usually has its ori-
gin in somnething that has Liappened in the writers life, but it may have happened
yesterday afternoon, or it may reprosent an arca of interest deliberately explored,
and it is likely to give riso 10 a meditation o some subject thal the expericaco
sUEoesis,

Example: § took a pho tograph out of an old frame 1o put in a picture of my
new husband and stepdaughter. Beeause the frame was construcled inan amaz-
ingly solid way, T thought aboat the man whose photo T was displaciag, his
assurnptions about permancnce, how we use frames to try (o capture and hang
onte moments, memorics, families, selves that ave in fact always i [lux; how
wo frame our citics with roads, owr shoreline with resorts, our dead with coffins—
marking ouar ferritory, claiming posscasion. Tn this instanee a very small task
1ed me to write about the nature of impermanence aned enclosure.

Both memoir and personal essay grow out of some degroe of autobiograph-
ical expericence and are usually {though theve are exceptions) written in the [irst
person. The distinetion between them is not always clear, although L may be anid
that flie emoir sels up a conyeesalion or dialecte between the writer and his/her
past, while the emphasis of the pnrsunzﬂ essay is likely 1o b conversational, an
implicd or songht relationship botween the writor and the reader. Philip Lopate,
1 the brilliant introduction 1o his anthology The Art of the Personal Fssay, dis-

suots the tone in terms of its intimacy, s “dpive tward candor and self-expo-
gure,” the conversational dynainic nd the struggte for honesty.

The personal cssuy is a form that allows nuucinam mobility from the simall,
the daily, the domestic to the wniversal and significant. Tissayist Philip Geraxd
says, “The subject has fo carry siself and also be an elegant yobicle for larger
meanings.” What makes it “erealive” is that though you may iake the subject
mattot of research or journalism, there 1s “an apparent subject and a deepor sub-
jeet. The apparent subject . . . is only part of what we ave inlercsted in.” Whereas
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changed you, what moves ns—it will need the immediacy of detailed action, of
discovery and decision.

Tust flawn frem the mountains, early August. Lugging my youngest child from the
car, [ noticed that his perfectly relaxed hady was getting heavier overy year. When
T undressed his stack limbs, he woke up enough to memble, “Tlike my own. hed,”
thentfell back down, all the way down, into sieep. The sensation of his welght was
still in my arms as 1 shut ihe doer,

“Images,” Robert Flass

Notike that Hass begins with a brief sutunary (or Tongshot) of the situation,
{hen mdves at once into the sensual apprehension of the action, the boy’s body
relaxed] beavy, slack, while the lather takes care ol hin,

Liké o story, creative nonfiction depends on character, and the creation of
cliaractpr depends on hoth detail and dialogue. Dialogue is wicky because the
memory docs its own editing, but you can re-create a voice from memory no
less thap from hnagination. Wrile, remembering as truly as you can, then (cst
in your nind whether the other person involved would agree: what we said was
fike thid,

Wihnlever looks | had were hidden behind thick cat-cyed glasses and a hearing aid
that fwas strapped to my body like a dog halter. My hallucinatory visions would
somdtimes Eft me up and earry me through the air. When F iold iny mother that T
was plraid of the sky, she considerad it a reasonahle fear, even though she said,
“Well, the sky isn't something L could ever be alraid of.”

“Falling in Love Again,” Terry Galloway

Like a story, creative nonfiction needs Lhe context and texture of setting. Fre-
quently|an encotinter with sciting is the point and purposs of the piece, whicther
hat endounter is with an exotic foreign country or your own hackyard. If you're
stuck far a way to hegin, yoi might remember the longshot-middle shot—closeup
pallern

Tr's past eleven on a Friday night in the spring of 1955. Here comes a kid down
the fevgth of Fighteenth Sirect in the Midwood section of Flatbush, in Brouklyn,
New| York. Lle passes the kept kawns and tidy hedges under big leafy sycamores
andjmaples. ‘The middle class is asleep, and most of the houses attached to the
lawaks are dark, though an occasional window pulses with blue-gray television
light, Streetlamps shine henignly, and Mars is red in the sky. The ki is on his way
honte from the weekly reeting of Troop 8, Boy Scouts of America . ..

“For the Love of a rincess of Mars,” Frederick Busch
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Unlike a story, creative nonfiction involves a balance of dramatization and
overt refleetion. This doesn’t ncan that the balance needs to be the sume in all
essays, On the contrary, a memoir that leaves us with a vivid image ol an aging
relative or a revelation of an error in judgment. may be absolutely appropriate,
whereas a piece on a walk in the woods may need lalf its space tw analyze snd
olucidate the discoverics you have made. Sometimes an essiay will convey its per-
sonal intensily precisely through the foree of its abstractions.

T have had with my friend Wes Jackson & number o [ uselul conversations about
ihe necessity of getting out of movements—even MIGVEmCels that have seemid
necessary aud dear to us—when they have lapsed inito self-righteonsness and sclt-
betrnyal, as movements seem almost. inve riably to do. Feople in movements Loo
readily leara to deny to others the rights and privileges they demand {or
themsclves. They too casily hecome unable to mean their own language, as when
& “peace movement” becomes violeni.

Sty Distrust of Movements,” Wendell Berry

One part of the purpose of an essay will always be to inform or teach, either
by presenting new knowledge or by combining old [acts in a new way. Often
the essay seduces the reader with a personal note into an nducational enter-
prise, The nature essayist Barry Lopez demnonstrates the technique again and
again; he places limself in relation to the landscape, and later in the picee slips
in the history, archeology, or biology. S0 a typical essay will begin “l am stand-
ing at the margin of the sea ice called the floe edge at the mouth of Aduralty
Tnlet . . .” or “We left our camp on Pingok Island one morning knowing a storm
was moving in from the Sonthwest . . 7 Later i each piece, more faciual or spec-
ulative patagraphs begin, “Three million colonial scabirds, mostly northern ful-
mars, kittiwakes, and guillemots, nest and feed here in the sumumer,” and, “Desire
far wealth, for spiritual or emational cestasy, for rocognition—strains of all three
are found in nearly every arctic expedition.” Lopez immudiately involves the
reader in the homan drama, but he also wants to teach us what he knows. He
exhibits the range of the mpulse toward the personal essay: involvement and
inteliectual enlargement, both operating at full streteh. Tle wanis to have and
to ¢ffor botl the experience and the knowledge.

"Iry This

Write a personal essay aboul a building yon care about. Choose one of which you have
strong memories, then do at leasi little research about the place itself. This research
might, if it’s a hoase or school in your home town, consist of calling people o inter-
view them. If it a chureh or mumicipal building of some sort, it might he archival or
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mother, hnd T want 1o give an accurate image of her, When 1 try to remember’

the: things she wore, what stands out are the nnmsual things, the embroidered yel-

low wediling coal she kepl for special oceasions, the pink satin housecoat that
was too precious 1o wear often. These ute in my memory preciscly hecause they
were undharacteristic of her, whereas the kind of housedress she wore e-,very["du.}-'
is a Lluz] of composite images, a mnemonic generalization. As a writer T con-
ceutralzfon this vagueness and bring it into focus in my imagination as i it
were lictfon. She wore a cup-sleeve cotton house dress, a plaid of lunender and

yellow clisscrossing on faded gray. Or: She wore a cotton housedress with pip-

ing aroupd the eollar, sprigs of lily-of-the-valley tied with a pink bow on a pale
sray grofened. 1 don’t know whether these images cumne {rom somewhere deep
in my menory, or whether [ “made them up.” They are true to the image of
my mother I am trying (o capture, and therelore they partake of “cssential truth,”
whereas [if T said she wore bikinis or Armani, 1 would be honoring neither fact
nor truth.

Fietion wiilers also grapple with the level of historical or regional fact that
is necessary to their truth, and like essayists, they answer it differently. James
Joyre wanted every Dublin bus route and tickel price aceurate in Uilysses; B.
L. Doctorow invenied the events of several famous real lives in Ragtime. 1n the
only historical novel 1 have written, I decided that I could harmlessly put an

ice housd in a rural Arizona town: seven years before there was actally such a

thing, buf ihat | counldu’t blow ofl the arm of a farnous Mexican General two years
helore, historically, it happened.

The deliciey of this issue is slightly angmented for an essayist, and { think
the towchstone is: an absence of the intent 1o deceive. A fiction writer is in the
clear 1o the extent that a reader understands {rom the beginming that the story
is “madd up”—yet must on whatever level of reality convinee us to suspend
disbelief [Since a reader of essays cxpeats factual truth, you are under some oblig-
ation to gignal its absence. It can add o botly the authenticity and the interest
of o picch (as long as it isw’t too repetitive), to say in effect: T don’t remember
exactly, hut [ seem to see . . . or: So-and-so says il was this way, but 1 think . . .
or: [ am jmagining that il mwust have been , . .

1 lnow nothing about how they meet. She is a schoolgirl, He is at work, probably
a govdrmment clork in a building near her school. At the honr when the school and
the office are out for lunch their lives interseet at sandwich counters, soft-drink
stands, fraffie lights, market squares. Their eyes meel or their bodies collide at
ane of these food quencs. [l says something suggestive, complimentary. She
snppresses a smile or traps one beneath Lher hands.

“4 Son in Shadow,” Fred D'Aguiler
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Try This

Write a personal essay about your parcals’ courtship. Tt may he totally imaginary (i
which ease, that you are making it up hecomes part of the subject matter and the trurh
of your essay); of you may write it from facts you already know (acknowledging where
you fill in, leave ont, or speeulate); or you may “rescarch” it by interviewing lamily
members (in which case your research may beeowe the subject of the essay, the fam-
ily members become characters, and their interviews hecome dialogue}. You may
choose any wethod you like, based on whatever quantity of information you have or
choose to use; but it must remain an essay; that is, with a hasis in fact, so that where
you {nvent, you ackuowledge “Timagine . . . | guess . .. Pm inventing here.”

“Whien you use memories as a source,” says E. L. Doctorow, “they’re 1o dif-

ferent from any other source—the composition sall bas to be made.™ Memory
is iniperfect; that is its nature, and you are responsible only for the honest attempt
and ihe honest presentation. No two siblings will remember iheir mother, or even
Christmas dinmer, in the same way. One of the leaps of faith you must nuke to
write frors memory is that the process of writing itself will yield that: essential
truth. Sometimes clarifying a quotation, compressing several conversaiions or
events intn one, exaggerating oue physical detail whdle omitting anoiher, or trans-
posing a scene from one locale to another—any of these can honor {and reveal)
an essential wuth when the literal truth would distort. IF you get the color of your
childlivod wagoen wrong, it will not damage that wuth. If you sentintentalize un
erpotion, it will.

It is likely that the mwost tronbling conflict you lace as a writer of memoir
and personal essay will he belween your essential truth and obligation Lo those
you know. When does honnsty require that you reveal an ugly fact? Ts it arro-
ganee to suppose thal anything you write is worth wounding someone elsc? There
is no answer io this dilemma, or there are as many answers as there are works
in a lifetime or paragraphs in a work. As a rough rule of thumb, T would say
that the cost of lionesiy might be the loss of your own Iabor. That is: write your
irath. You are under no obligation 1o publish it, and you may find yourself under
the, pressure of personal integrity not to. If you need to alter details in order to
conceal a living person, let it be luter. 1t may or may not work, but it will be
asier 1o alter identifying details than to censor yoursell as yon write.




