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EDUCATED CLASS 1 
THE POWER OF PLACE 

 
BROOKE WARNER:  Hi, everybody. Hi, Linda Joy. How are you doing? 
 
LINDA JOY MYERS:  Great. Hi, Brooke, and welcome, everybody. We’re so pleased to have you 
today. 
 
BW:  Yes. Very happy to talk about Educated and doing a deep dive into place. Thank you to 
those of you who were on the free webinar. You saw the exchange of conversation that we 
had, and now we’re going to get into the specifics of this place that Tara paints for us in 
Educated. As much as we can, we’re also going to focus on how to implement details and 
specifics. When we can, we’ll be weighing in to say okay, here’s a way to think about this in 
your own work to deepen your own memoirs and to create a real sense of intimacy with your 
readers, which is what memoir is all about. 
 
LJM:  It’s so exciting to have a book that we can draw from. Of course, we’ve done several of 
these courses using bestseller or well-known books, books that people really respond to. It’s 
great to see how did they create the magic, so here we are. 
 
BW:  Yes, absolutely. Put your questions in the chat window and we’ll address them later. Let’s 
move into talking about place and this place where Tara grew up. 
 
I’m going to start telling you guys abut Princess. Princess plays such a strong role in the book, 
and it’s how Tara chose to open her book. If we go to the very beginning and just look at the 
prologue, a lot of it is about place. She starts right away:  
 

“I’m standing on the red railway car that sits abandoned next to the barn. The wind 
soars…The gales are strong this close to the mountain, as if the peak itself is exhaling. 
Down below, the valley is peaceful, undisturbed.” 

 
Then, at the end of that paragraph—this is literally the prologue, so pre-page numbers: 
 

“If I look up, I can see the dark form of the Indian Princess.” 
 
I really encourage you guys, when it’s appropriate, to think about starting your book in a place. 
A lot of times people start with people or “I am this,” and that’s okay, too. Sometimes I feel like 
writers tend to do a bit of an information dump before they actually get into a scene or a sense 
of place. A sense of place like this can make you feel like you’re standing someplace alongside 
the author, and that to me is more valuable than people who open their books saying, “I’m  
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sixteen years old. This is who my family is. This is who I am.” That’s what I mean by the 
information dump, and I do see that a lot with some of my clients and students. The sense of 
place can be so powerful, as I say here, because it anchors the reader. I said in the first point 
here, “It anchors the reader in that which defines you.” 
 
When you’re of a place, that place defines you, and even if you’re a nomad, then lack of place 
can define you and that’s okay, too. Keep that in mind and note this powerful thing that Tara 
does in showing the landscape, of making you feel like you’re there. I’m always telling my 
students and clients what Mary Karr says in The Art of Memoir—and those of you who are our 
students have heard me say this before, “You want to zip the reader up in your skin.” I love 
Mary Karr’s references to things like that because she herself has said that she’s a very carnal 
person, which is of the body. I love the idea that you might zip the reader into your skin or, for 
that matter, how I want to be zipped into the skin of the people that I’m reading, to have that 
sense of just like, yeah, I’m there with you. I’m feeling alongside you. It’s such a powerful way to 
write, and place can really help you get there.  
 
I’m actually thinking of your book, Linda Joy, because in Song of the Plains you had so much 
about place and the plains. I believe you open talking about lineage and genealogy, but pretty 
soon you were right there into the plains.  
 
LJM:  Yes. Well, it was a song of the plains and so getting that theme in early on was important. 
It was also about people, but it was about land and sky, too. I hadn’t read Tara’s book when I 
wrote that, but it was about the magic of place and how place can be healing and draw you 
back. Of course, we see in Tara’s book there’s complications about that and we’ll be talking 
about those too. 
 
BW:  Right, There are always complications. If there weren’t, there wouldn’t be much to write 
about. This establishing a sense of home and the longing for that place after you leave home is 
true in so many memoirs, and home often plays a strong role in memoir, of course, because 
that’s where you grew up. Even if you’re not writing a coming-of-age story, sometimes that pull 
to home is part of the story. If you’re starting from a later place in your memoir, let’s say you’re 
not writing coming of age, Tara’s book actually does start when she’s in her current age, in her 
20s, but then she takes you back and writes what I think is a pretty traditional coming-of-age 
story. But you could be writing from a much later place in your life. You could be writing from 
your late 40s or 50s and then be talking about place as a thing that defines you because it can 
help give the reader context. 
 
I put in these Princess references, which by no means is comprehensive. I want to also 
articulate that because there are many, many small references to Princess. But I want to really 
showcase, like on page 27, at the top of the page pretty much. It says: 
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“There’s a sense of sovereignty that comes from life on a mountain, a perception of 
privacy and isolation, even of dominion. In that vast space you can sail unaccompanied 
for hours, afloat on pine and brush and rock. It’s a tranquility born of sheer immensity; it 
calms with its very magnitude, which renders the merely human of no consequence. 
Gene was formed by this alpine hypnosis, this hushing of human drama.” 

 
It’s a beautiful paragraph. I feel like one of the things we’re always encouraging our writers to 
do is slow down. Just notice that she allows herself to take the time and space with this kind of 
writing. She could have just said this is a continuation of what life is like on the mountain. There 
could be a lot less detail about that, but she chooses to include so much detail. I really enjoy 
that. I enjoy those moments, in general, when writers do stuff like that because it just really 
invites you in. 
 
We’re going to probably touch on this again because Linda Joy is going to be talking about some 
of the complications. Toward the end of the book what’s important to note is that it’s this 
through thread. If you had taken our longer courses, we teach about through threads and the 
way that themes show up over and over again. This is a theme for her; place is absolutely a 
theme. It’s this thing that she comes back to over and over again, and the Princess is a source of 
comfort for her, but as I say here, it’s also a source of comfort for the reader, this place that is 
anchoring to her, that even though it brings her so much stress, it’s also this place of beauty 
and interest and wildness, the place where she feels home. 
 
Let’s look at the end, page 320, the last reference, although, again, it’s not actually the last 
reference in the book. This page 320 says: 
 

“The Princess was as bright as I’d even seen her. She stood facing me, the valley 
between us, radiating permanence.” 

 
Then she writes: 
 

“The Princess had been haunting me. From across the ocean I’d heard her beckoning, as 
if I were a troublesome calf who’d wandered from her herd.” 

 
Again, I’m showing something that Linda Joy is going to circle back to later, but it’s really 
important to show how she uses the sense of home to create an important feeling that is about 
her transformation: that even though she transforms, she still never lets go of home or home 
never lets go of her. I wanted to drive this home today as we’re talking about place. 
 
The third point here, which I didn’t touch upon yet, is the value of place to transport your 
readers. There are all these ways where you’re giving little gifts to your readers. If you guys 
enjoyed this book—and I’m guessing you did if you’re taking the class and maybe want to write 
more like Tara or hopefully you also liked the book—one of the things that she does so well is  
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she does transport readers into her world. That’s why I said at the outset that there’s this place 
in which you create intimacy with your reader, and having intimacy with an author is often 
what makes you feel like you like the book.  
 
It’s memorable about memoir creating that sense of connection: My own life is going to be 
different from Tara’s, but I felt this sense of connection to her. There were all these moments 
along the way, and her love of home and the way that she was shaped by her home was 
resonant and relatable even though I didn’t grow up in a place like hers. That’s the way memoir 
touches people. That’s the way all literature touches people—it invites you into another 
person’s space, and it also invites you to connect your own experiences through their 
experiences. So, there’s all this timelessness and stuff going on that I hope that today’s class 
will send all of you to your keyboards or your journals to just jot down something about place. 
 
LJM:  The thing that really stuck with me—there are quite a few things—but in terms of place 
was this place became a state of mind for Tara, and I’m going to talk about the different ways it 
was like that. What I found interesting is at the very beginning how she sets this up, and this is 
on page 4, which we don’t have on the slide. But even the naming the naming “Grandma-over-
the-hill” and “Grandma-over-in-town,” and Grandma-down-the-hill was the father’s mother, 
and Grandma over-in-town was the mother’s mother 15 miles south. Then she goes very early 
grounding in the where and the who and the what: 
 

“My father’s family had been living at the base of Buck’s Peak for half a century. 
Grandma’s daughters had married and moved away, but my father stayed, building a 
shabby yellow house…and plunking a junkyard…next to her manicured lawn.” 

 
That junkyard becomes an enormous image—speaking of place, we’re almost attacked as 
readers by the image of the junkyard before the book is done. By creating it as a place, we see 
it’s also a state of mind, which is that of fear. So, psychologically, there’s this early-on conflict 
that you don’t recognize as much until you get further on into the book because when we first 
started reading, we were seeing pancakes, and there’s pigs, and it’s somewhat normal. When 
she goes early on into who’s who, and it’s all about place, including the Apache Woman 
chapter, which connects with the Princess and so on, I thought it would be worth it to—and I 
did some of this—look through the book, and there were so many locations that I just kept 
finding new ones after we had done the slides. Another one had to do with the Shear thing that 
the father made them use to cut the iron, and the description of that. It’s almost like a monster, 
and it becomes psychologically part of her terror and part of the exile, which I’m going to talk 
about later. The state of mind thing, and yes, that lovely quote on page 320. The thing of it is 
what’s interesting is that it’s been woven through the entire book, like Brooke said, and I love 
the beginning of this late chapter in the book because there’s already all the loss. 
 
 “It was spring when I arrived in the valley.” 
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You get this introduction to this heartbreaking chapter: 

 
“The mountain was crisp with evergreens, which were luminous set against the browns 
and grays of shale and limestone. The Princess was as bright as I’d ever seen her. She 
stood facing me, the valley between us, radiating permanence.” 

 
At the same time, she says—and Brooke read this beautiful part: 
 
 “She’d been living in my mind like this for years.” 
 
Then she goes on to talk about what’s changed and:   
 

“Seeing her now watching over her fields and pastures, I realized that I had 
misunderstood her. She was not angry with me for leaving, because leaving was a part 
of her cycle.” 

 
It’s so heartbreaking by the time she gets there because we’ve seen her go through so many 
stages, and that’s what we’re going to talk about next. 
 
Speaking of leaving, if you have a place that is shaping your state of mind, if you think of 
leaving, even if it weren’t for all the psychological complications of the family and family loyalty, 
which is the other theme in the book in so many ways, how do you begin to leave? I heard the 
summary: This is a woman brought up as a survivalist. How did she do that? She does some 
really good grounding things. She sets it up so we see exactly how she began to leave, which 
was not by leaving or even imagining that she would leave, literally, but her brother sees the 
desire for her to learn algebra. Tyler, the brother, talks about what he had been learning, and 
he’s a boy so there’s more permission for him to go and to learn. She had never thought of it. 
On page 123, she says:  
 

“College was irrelevant to me. I knew how my life would play out: when I was eighteen 
or nineteen, I would get married. Dad would give me a corner of the farm, and my 
husband would put a house on it. Mother would teach me about herbs, and also about 
midwifery…”  

 
So you know where she’s coming from there. Then, within two pages, after she gets the algebra 
textbook, the bottom of page 124, she said: 
 

“I understood the theory of fractions but struggled to manipulate them, and seeing a 
decimal on the page made my heart race. Every night for a month I sat in the opera 
house. In a chair of red velvet, and practiced the most basic operations—how to 
multiply fractions, how to use a reciprocal…” 
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“I began to study trigonometry. There was solace in its strange formulas and equations. 
I was drawn to the Pythagorean theorem and…” 

 
I want to point out that she didn’t say, “My brother got me some algebra books, and I began to 
study, and it was really fun.” She was very, very specific. She goes through the Pythagorean 
theorem and how she struggled with it specifically, and trigonometry, and actually she gets her 
mother to help her, so the struggle with learning we begin to see—we’ll talk more about 
character development in other classes—but you begin to get a taste of this woman’s almost 
accidental going from one thing to the next, how this led to that. I had no idea as I read along, 
exactly what would happen or how it would happen, but it was thrilling to see someone talk 
about the process of learning and the process of waking up. We know later that it was also a 
process that would lead to loss, but that does come later. We’re dealing with the self-image 
idea of making a transition of some kind from one kind of person—a girl who’s going to have a 
home and do herbs and be a midwife like her mother—or would she be something else? She 
didn’t even think of such a thing.  
 
I thought it was really interesting to look at a very big turning point on the bottom of page 132 
and top of 133. She was dealing with her mother being a healer and getting all these jobs, and 
Tara had helped. She said: 
 

“I tried to imagine what future such a woman might claim for herself. I tried to conjure 
other scenes in which she and her father were of two minds. When she ignored his 
counsel and kept her own. But my father had taught me that there are not two 
reasonable opinions to be had on any subject: there is Truth and there are Lies. I knelt 
on the carpet, listening to my father but studying this stranger, and felt suspended 
between them, drawn to each, repelled by both. I understood that no future could hold 
them.” 

 
Actually, she’s referring to herself as a stranger, another part of herself. 
 

“…no destiny could tolerate him and her. I would remain a child, in perpetuity, always, 
or I would lose him.” 

 
When we read that, we have no idea that that’s the beginning of what does exactly happen, but 
we experience that moment of leaving, though it’s completely internal. She sees the problem, 
which is this part of herself that is interested in all these new things. The whole book is, of 
course, how education leads to exile. The whole book is about different kinds of exile, I 
thought. There’s the exile they are in at the beginning when they’re doing the survivalist—
they’re canning peaches and they’re separated from the rest of the world. They’re not 
supposed to drink milk. They’re not supposed to go to school. And it’s for all these “good 
reasons,” but for a long time she does not know that her father has made up some of these 
stories about the Weavers and things like that. 
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BW:  Whether he believes them. 
 
LJM:  He did actually believe them. Then, at the end, starting on page 327 of Educated, we learn 
the cost of it, but we also before that—and we’ll be going into it—we see what she had to go 
through to hold on to herself. He hasn’t seen her parents in years, and she does anchor a 
couple of things that she’d already written about. She said that she finally—on page 328, the 
top: 
 

“I shed my guilt when I accepted my decision on its own terms, without endlessly 
prosecuting old grievances, without weighing his sins against mine. Without thinking of 
my father at all. I learned to accept my decision for my own sake, because of me, not 
because of him. Because I needed it, not because he deserved it. It was the only way I 
could love him.” 

 
And at the very end:  
 

“You can call this new selfhood many things. Transformation. Metamorphosis. Falsity. 
Betrayal. I call it an education.” 

 
I love the end. Whoa! And boy, do we know how she got it. So she has transitioned completely 
both literally and place and psychically. 
 
BW:  Good stuff. As you guys see, if you look at the structure of the book, she’s really created 
intentionally, a three-part memoir. Part Two is when she leaves for BYU, and Part Three is when 
she goes to Cambridge. It’s such a simple structure. Sometimes people come to me for editing, 
and they’re created these arbitrary structures, and I’ll say, why do you have “Part” titles. Part 
titles aren’t necessarily needed unless you have a reason to include them. In her case I thought 
that the parts really did make sense. There was the beginning when she was living at home and 
receiving a noneducation, finding her own way. Part Two is leaving for BYU which, of course, is 
the beginning of her transformation. Part Three, for me, is when she basically learned to be like 
everyone else. That’s one of the things that she’s tracking here. 
 
In the beginning she’s self-conscious, and she says that at the beginning of Chapter 30, which is 
page 255: 
 

“I dressed in dark colors for my first lecture, hoping I wouldn’t stand out, but even so I 
didn’t think I looked like the other students. I certainly didn’t sound like them, and not 
just because they were British.” 

 
Then she talks about the reasons she didn’t sound like them: 
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“To my ears they sounded refined, educated; I had a tendency to mumble, and when 
nervous, to stutter.” 

 
She gets there and she realizes she’s out of her element, and I think the self-reflection that is 
important here. Everything about Cambridge—this whole book she does a really good job of 
self-reflection and self-awareness and telling you how she’s thinking about things. It really is 
that she’s going to a different world. Cambridge could not be more different than Idaho. 
Certainly, when she was in BYU, people were still Mormon. There was some sense of I could 
know this world. In Cambridge it’s totally different. Then she moves into the thirst for 
knowledge. I like how she writes about this on page 259. It’s helpful to get into her mindset, 
when in the middle of the page she says: 
 

“From the moment that I first understood that my brother Richard was a boy and I was 
a girl, I had wanted to exchange his future for mine. My future was motherhood; his, 
fatherhood. They sounded similar but they were not. To be one was to be a decider. To 
preside. To call the family to order. To be the other was to be among those called.” 

 
It’s interesting to see how she peppers in here and there the experience of being a woman and 
the experience of being a woman in a survivalist and in a Mormon family. She’s not heavy-
handed about it, which I think is interesting and nice in a sense because it would be very easy to 
have made this about a condemnation of growing up in the family she grew up in, and it’s really 
not that. It’s an exploration; it’s not a condemnation even though she is clearly frustrated. 
There are things that are not good, but here she writes, still on page 259: 
 

“Blood rushed to my brain; I felt an animating surge of adrenaline, of possibility, of a 
frontier being pushed outward.” 

 
The whole axis of her world is shifting on this point of a quest for knowledge, and I think it’s 
fascinating. What I want to point out in the interest of helping you guys think about what she’s 
doing that you all might be doing for your memoirs, is tracking her own transformation. That’s 
what I’m tracking for you guys here on the slides.  
 
A remaking of self is the next one. She’s changing almost more in Cambridge in some ways than 
she changed at BYU, which is interesting. If you read it again you can see her tracking her 
change. That’s not a super easy thing to do. You have to be so self-aware to see oh, I started 
out like this, and then this happened, and then I felt a shift here. So when she talks about 
remaking the self, also notice how she doesn’t just say, “And then I remade myself. I had a 
makeover.” No, she’s dropping us into scene. For those of you who are going to take the next 
Scene class with us, we’re going to talk a lot about dropping into the moment, the importance 
of what I said earlier, zipping the reader up into your skin, being in this very held moment. 
That’s what she does here on page 266. She said: 
 



 

 9 

 
 
“I believe I could be remade, my mind recast. I forced myself to befriend other students, 
clumsily introducing myself again and again until I had made a small circle of friends. 
Then I set out to obliterate the barriers that separated me from them. I tasted red wine  
 
for the first time, and my new friends laughed at my pinched face. I discarded my high-
necked blouses and began to wear more fashionable cuts—fitted, often sleeveless, with 
less restricted necklines. In photos from this period I’m struck by the symmetry: I look 
like everyone else.” 

 
That is powerful for her. She notices this and she shows it, which I think is important. Again, 
we’ll talk more about that in Scene, and next week we’re going to talk about scene as well. She 
is showing you how she’s remaking herself. 
 
Then, on page 280-281, we move into creating a new home. This is important, too, because it’s 
not just about leaving home. She has to also land somewhere in the world and have that home 
feel comfortable to her. It’s going to take some time, clearly. She writes on page 280, at the 
very bottom: 
 

“But although I wished it were otherwise, I did not want to go home. I preferred the 
family I had chosen from one I had been given, so the happier I became in Cambridge, 
the more my happiness was made fetid by my feeling that I had betrayed Buck’s Peak. 
That feeling became a physical part of me, something I could taste on my tongue or 
smell on my own breath.” 

 
For those of you who are interested in scene, what occurs to me here is just the degree of 
reflection she’s doing. She is telling us how she feels about this. It’s interpreting for the reader 
what’s meaningful to her as she is really getting her own roots in Cambridge, and that there is 
this new home, that it is safer for her. We certainly see that. 
 
That’s a big deal because everything about home is dangerous and unpredictable and chaotic 
and crazy, and everything about her new life is just this wonder of what probably a lot of 
readers take for granted, just knowing how to navigate the world, being able to have autonomy 
and make decisions and not be a victim of abuse or that your life is going to be preset for you. 
So it’s a big deal for her just talking about the contrast between her home of origin and her 
home of choice. I recommend that you guys all look at that in terms of the value of creating 
contrast on the page because that juxtaposition that you can sometimes offer the reader can 
really help. I love that she often takes a moment to compare home versus Cambridge. It’s very 
meaningful in this moment. She continues to do that, talking about juxtaposition. 
 
When it says the conflicts of rising tensions at home while she’s about to wing in pursuit of 
higher education, we’re seeing this for a few pages because it’s almost like as she gets more  
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educated, of course she’s got more physical, intellectual, and emotional distance from home; 
but also the more crazy her family is acting because they’re sensing how far flung she is and 
that they have lost her. On page 293 she talks about that: 
 
 “When I lost my sister, I lost my family.” 
 
She goes on for a couple of paragraphs, which you can all read, but I think it’s important to say 
at the bottom: 
 

“It was in this state of mind that  I received another letter: I had won a visiting 
fellowship to Harvard. I don’t think I had ever received a piece of news with more 
indifference. I knew I should be drunk with gratitude that I, an ignorant girl who crawled 
out of a scrap heap, should be allowed to study there, but I couldn’t summon the fervor. 
I had begun to conceive of what my education might cost me, and I had begun to resent 
it.” 

 
It’s not like Cambridge is, “Woo-hoo, I’m good. Now I have a life that’s all flowers from here.” 
No. She’s got some major shit that she’s still trying to reconcile, and this is the final part of the 
book. This is another reminder that your book doesn’t have to end on resolution. These are not 
easy choices that she makes or easy sacrifices that she makes for that matter if you argue that 
maybe it wasn’t a choice. I like this conflict that Linda Joy is going to continue to talk about in 
the next section that she’s grappling with. It’s a really, really big deal, and she doesn’t let it go. 
She doesn’t just say, oh, okay, now this is my new life. That would have been an easy choice to 
make in terms of the trajectory of the narrative, and I don’t think that she’s just creating 
conflict for the sake of creating conflict.  
 
I think she’s doing a good job of setting up this juxtaposition and showing that yes, she resents 
it. It’s not just that her family resents it. It probably would have been a lot easier for her if she 
could have just accepted the fate that her family had wanted for her and gone along with the 
flow, but for so many memoirists that’s the reason they’re writing memoirs—because they 
couldn’t do that. That was not the lot they were offered. They were offered instead to go 
against the grain, to have been born to a family that wasn’t going to work for them, and they 
had to make different choices. I think there’s something very interesting to be looking at here 
as she reconciles all of this. 
 
LJM:  There are complicated layers of things. I’m going to mention some page numbers. There 
are so many places that I swirled around and found a few that maybe I can use for an example 
that there are some overarching ideas: the theme of loyalty and love of place, which you read 
in so many places in the book. We’ve already talked about how it’s part of her identity, and 
from the very beginning  we see Buck’s Peak, the Princess, the farm, grandma-down-the-hill, all 
the things, some of which we’ve mentioned already. There are a few others, too, other issues  
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here, and that is it’s not only a beautiful place; it becomes even further terrifying as things go 
on. 
 
It’s psychologically understandable that if difficult things, painful things, traumatic things 
happen in a certain place, then it does become woven into that place. Early on, you see the 
beautiful mountain, and at the beginning it’s a very small, yellow house as she describes it, and 
we see the rooms; they’re described. She has her own room. Then later we see this change a  
 
lot. Then there’s the junkyard and the metal and the cars and piles of iron and junk, stuff that 
they sell eventually and that’s part of earning a living.  
 
They make it so they can cut it up and sell it. I thought one of the most terrifying places was 
about the Shear, and that’s on page 138. It becomes important for so many reasons, but it was 
like a monster, so I want to use a little example because the Shear then overtook the landscape, 
both literally and psychologically. 
 

“…Dad came home with the most frightening machine I’ve ever seen. He called it the 
Shear. At first glance it appeared to be a three-ton pair of scissors, and this turned out 
to be exactly what it was. The blades were made of dense iron, twelve inches thick and 
five feet across. They cut not by sharpness but by force and mass. They bit down, their 
great jaws propelled by a heavy piston attached to a large iron wheel. The wheel was 
animated by a belt and motor, which meant that if something got caught in the 
machine, it would take anywhere from thirty seconds to a minute to stop the wheel and 
halt the blades. Up and down they roared, louder than a passing train as they chewed 
through iron as thick as a man’s arm.” 

 
You already know that this monster is going to cause some trouble. It was painful to read it. 
While it’s not necessarily a foreshadowing, but you could see it that way: 
 

“The iron wasn’t being cut so much as snapped. Sometimes it would buck, propelling 
whoever was holding it toward the dull, chomping blades.”  

 
Then she goes on and says: 
 

“Dad had dreamed up many dangerous schemes over the years, but this was the first 
that really shocked me.”  

 
We know that someone is going to get hurt, or we can certainly guess it. Then there are other 
situations that she goes on into where people actually are injured, which is going to be in 
another class. But the idea that this physically beautiful place is also permeated with dangerous 
and ugly things, and we find out through the book how all the dangerous and ugly things 
actually change people’s lives for the worse. It becomes part of the violence. We see house and  
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home as a place of safety, terror, and exile. We have the literal landscape with the iron and the 
metal and the jaws and the saws and all the other equipment that they already have.  
 
Then we have these lovely sections in the book where Mother is delivering babies; Mother is 
making herbs. This becomes a huge scene later where she creates all these herbs and she 
passes that lore on to a degree, and Tara knows that she could be that person. Like we said, she 
could be the person who is a midwife like her mother, but it’s also a place where the house 
becomes dangerous. 
 
It becomes dangerous for several reasons and this, of course, is the psychological part of the 
story, but it’s worth mentioning here because we can see there’s violence in a family, there are 
psychological issues in a family, and that’s all true, but it takes place in a place, and then that 
place always becomes marked. How many of you had a bad experience in a kitchen, and every 
time you go to that kitchen you’re going to remember it somewhere even if you don’t think 
about it anymore. Maybe things are better or you’re healed or whatever, but it marks the place. 
One example is on page 110, when Shawn is attacking her, this time that actually becomes 
important throughout the rest of the book: 
 

“He grabbed a fistful of my hair, a large clump, his gripped fixed near the root to give 
him greater leverage, and dragged me into the bathroom.  I groped at the door, catching 
hold of the frame, but he lifted me off the ground…then dropped my head into the 
toilet.” 

 
It goes on. I don’t want to read all that. All this happens in that bathroom, and something 
happened psychologically there. She said: 
 

“This moment would define my memory of that night, and of the many nights like it, for 
a decade. In it I saw myself as unbreakable, as tender as stone. At first I merely believed  
this, until one day it became the truth. Then I was able to tell myself, without lying, that 
it didn’t affect me, that he didn’t affect me, because nothing affected me….How I had 
hollowed myself out.” 

 
There’s that, and there’s also a place where he drags along the linoleum. There’s another place 
of abuse. I began to see the house myself, as a reader, in a very complicated way, as the house 
was like a witness for where these things happened. 
 
On a nicer part of the subject of place, we have magic, we have magic places. We have BYU 
when she first goes there, and I love this part. Shortly after this section with the horrible abuse 
she says: 
 

“On New Year’s Day, my mother drove me to my new life. I didn’t take much with me: a 
dozen jars of home-canned peaches, bedding, and a garbage bag full of clothes.” 
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I thought that was very interesting, the detail, “garbage bag.” Then she says: 
 

“I watched the landscape splinter and barb the rolling black summits of the Bear River 
Mountains giving way to the razor-edged Rockies. The university was nestled in the 
heart of the Wasatch Mountains, whose white massifs jutted mightily out of the earth. 
They were beautiful, but to me their beauty seemed aggressive, menacing.” 

 
Notice that description is very particular, very specific, and also subjective. “To me their beauty 
seemed aggressive, menacing” for many reasons. She’s afraid to go, but she’s excited about her 
new life. She has complicated feelings about that. 
 
Then I love the part where she is talking about Cambridge and the early description of being 
there, which is so gorgeous, page 235:  
 

“The first time I saw King’s College, Cambridge, I didn’t think I was dreaming,  But only 
because my imagination had never produced anything so grand. My eyes settled on a 
clock tower with stone carvings. I was led to the tower, then we passed through it and 
into the college. There was a lake of perfectly clipped grass and, across the lake, an 
ivory- tinted building I vaguely recognized as Greco-Roman. But it was the Gothic 
chapel, three hundred feet long and a hundred feet high, a stone mountain, that 
dominated the scene.” 

 
Well, don’t you just want to go there. If any of you have been to England and seen some of 
these places, including Cambridge, it’s oh, yes, she’s very carefully painting that picture as 
carefully as she did the Princess. 
 
Just briefly, and then it’s time for questions. The teaching is that look how specific she is and 
how careful. She’s not general. She doesn’t say it’s amazing, it’s beautiful, it’s awesome. Don’t 
say awesome, please. On page 268 she just lists the place in Rome.  
 

“…I experienced Rome as they did: as a place of history, but also as a place of life, of 
food and traffic and conflict and thunder. The city was no longer a museum; it was as 
vivid to me as Buck’s Peak. The Piazza del Popolo. The Baths of Caracalla. Castel 
Sant’Angelo. These Became as real to my mind as the Princess, the red railway car, the 
Shear.” 

 
I thought that was an excellent use of comparisons. 
 
The conflict between two worlds is all the way through. There’s an internal conflict. It becomes 
a literal conflict. Then the worlds are of family and of place and parts of herself, and we’re going 
to be developing more of that through the teaching on character and other aspects of the book. 
Brooke? 
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BW:  All right—we’d love to hear from you. If you would like to ask a question and have your 
voice be heard, we would love that. If you want to put a question in the question pane, that’s 
fine. There were so many questions that went unanswered in the freebie, and a lot of grappling 
with mixed feelings about the book, which certainly can happen. I heard from people who were 
reading it that it was just so much trauma, so many accidents and things happening within the 
family that felt hard, and that’s true. I don’t want anyone here to think that you have to have  
 
that level of trauma or stuff going on to have a successful memoir. I actually think the success 
of this memoir is much more about her tracking of her experience than it is about the constant 
drama of what unfolds in her family. We’d be interested to hear if that’s something that came 
up for any of you. 
 
Linda Joy and I will just keep talking about what we want to talk about, which is fine. One of the 
things I was thinking about, Linda Joy, when you said that last comment about the Shear and 
the juxtaposition with how—this idea that we teach in our long class, actually—about circling 
back to things that you’ve already talked about, and I really love that. I love that she mentions 
the Shear again because it’s this very dramatic thing, and if she never, ever, ever mentioned it 
again in the whole book, it would be like there’s this isolated thing that happened that was 
really intense, and then she doesn’t go back to it in her memory and experience. So when you 
go back to something in that way, I was talking about this power of creating intimacy, it’s 
almost like you’re doing a wink, wink, nod, nod with your reader. You’ve been on this journey 
with me. You know what I’m talking about. I want to encourage you guys to see that and think 
about it because I found that to be very satisfying when she made that reference. 
 
LJM:  That circling around the thread and picking up the thread again, and the Shear was a 
lifechanging thing and it became an instrument of torture, and yet it was seen through the 
father’s eyes, and we’ll get into the character of the father and everybody, but this is necessary 
and it makes sense and it’s going to earn us money. So you get injured. Oh, well, Mom will fix 
you up. We’ll talk more about him later. He’s a little bit hard to take, but she’s bringing this 
theme back just by even mentioning the Shear. We know everything by then at the end. 
 
BW:  I just like that. I think it’s a great skill. 
 
B. has a question: The second half of the book seemed to go much faster. Is it just me, because 
the physical violence goes so quickly or is it structural, more things happen, to make it feel like 
it’s going faster? 
 
That’s interesting. I do think that’s probably a perception kind of thing. I agree with you that 
sometimes physical violence and the intensity of things like that might make you read faster. I 
think there could be a physical reaction, like you could actually get more adrenalized. But what 
a good skill, Linda Joy. 
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LJM:  Well, I think that by the time she gets to learning algebra and moving on past that, we can 
feel where the book is going. I think we feel this propelling along. If you read the back cover of 
the book, we know she ends up in Cambridge. I do think it becomes a little bit of a page turner. 
Okay, let’s go. How are you going to get there? I asked that all the way through. I couldn’t 
imagine how she could possibly get there. I skimmed. I even skipped ahead and read a chapter 
later, which I never do. I don’t believe in that. But I did. It depends on how it grabs you, too. 
 
BW:  I think that’s a really good point. 
 
N. says: I noticed that she describes externally and internally and how it informs her over time. 
 
That’s something that all memoirs do, by the way. She’s asking is this a technique to be used for 
flashbacks. 
 
LJM:  Internal and external for scenes where something important is happening. We want to 
see what happens when and how it happens. She’s very good at describing action, by the way. 
Also, how it’s affecting you; we call it reflection. We teach this a lot in the long class and we 
mention, of course, in all these, too. That is, how does this affect you? What were you thinking? 
What were you going through and how did your body feel? She is so good at the visceral, it’s 
hard to read sometimes because we know how she felt.  
 
BW:  I would say, definitely, you’re hitting the nail on the head, Linda Joy, with the reflection 
bit. I think one of the things that you’re noticing, this internal/external thing—and we’re going 
to get into this a lot more in the Scene class—which is that the external is what happened. She’s 
observing her own events and circumstances, and the internal, as Linda Joy rightfully 
mentioned, is the reflection. One of the things that we spend so much time in our longer 
classes talking about is the power of interiority—that reflection and takeaway, which we teach, 
too—is as important to the memoir as what happened. She stops and she lets you know how 
she feels about things. She makes sense of her situation. 
 
I’m always telling students and clients that you’re the barometer of your reader’s emotions. 
You’re the barometer of your reader’s emotions. You have to tell them how things made you 
feel Otherwise, you’re only showing the plot, and that is not good. I think that’s what you’re 
picking up on, and it’s certainly not only a skill set for flashbacks but a skill set for all scene 
writing. It’s a great question and a great observation. 
 
X says: I was struck by how her story was such a strong metaphor for the birthing process. Was 
that a coincidence? 
 
LJM:  I doubt it. No, but I haven’t connected it quite the way you asked the question, so that’s 
really great because there’s all this stuff about birth, literally. I’m a therapist, and we both 
noticed the psychology—for years I’ve looked a lot at what causes transformation of self. What  
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makes it possible? How does someone transform from one kind of person that would grow up 
automatically in a certain way, like she describes, with a certain life? What can create a big 
leap? She talks about it. She said, “I have a new self.” We’ll be talking about that because it’s a 
beautiful thing toward the end. She has a new self, and we’re seeing the cracking open of the 
shell around her and how she, through reflection, tells us how she’s birthing that new self, and 
it is not easy. 
 
BW:  Right, and that’s actually a great segue to another question because she’s saying: Do you 
think it’s a hero’s journey, and a hero’s journey is a birthing journey in and of itself. I absolutely 
think she’s following the hero’s journey. One of the things you guys should all know—and we’ll 
call it the heroine’s journey—you don’t have to hit every single point. I think that it’s totally a 
heroine’s journey. She might not have multiple thresholds, but she certainly has people who 
support her along the way. She has tons of obstacles with her own family. She does cross a 
point of no return when she leaves for BYU, but I would even argue earlier, when she crosses a 
point of no return when she decides she wants to be educated and educates herself. 
 
LJM:  And even Gandall [sic] shows up, that professor. He says, “You can absolutely do this. You 
can absolutely have this.” There’s the magical person in the forest right there. There are several 
magical people in the forest that say, “Hey, you can do this. This is possible.” “Oh, I didn’t 
know.” “Oh, yes, come on. I’m going to help you.” “Oh, no.” And they helped her anyway. They 
didn’t take no for an answer. 
 
BW:  That’s a good observation, and I would also say there are so many stories that you guys 
might not even recognize as heroine’s journeys actually are, and it’s a nice structure. That’s 
another thing. We’re not teaching structure in this class, but so many writers struggle with 
structure. Sometimes just fitting your own story into the heroine’s journey or just thinking 
through like how has someone done that, don’t think you’re copying. The heroine’s journey is 
the oldest story of all time. You can take it and it won’t be boring, so keep that in mind. 
 
Let’s take the final question, and we’ll see how we do with just a couple of minutes left. What 
about the psychology of accident proneness? Some of the accidents were actually abuse or at 
least neglect. 
 
That’s a great observation, absolutely. 
 
LJM:  That was disturbing, wasn’t it? There were deeply disturbed people in this story. You put 
that disturbance and the turn toward either psychological or physical violence together, there’s 
that. And then there’s the car accidents, which is, like, oh, really. One of them was it was 
snowing, but the father was driving too fast.  
 
BW:  The other time he made his kid drive in the middle of the night. He made horrible self-
destructive choices. What I really liked about it, though, and I think Penny, you’re really hitting  
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on something important, which is that the psychology of people, whether it’s accident 
proneness or anything else, when they do things that you’re, like, what the hell are you doing, 
and then how to put that on the page in a way that is dispassionate instead of being, “My 
father was a complete jerk. Look at what he did.” She lets it unfold. She lets you create the 
judgment and the horror of neglect for yourself, and that’s really the power of slowing down, of 
showing. You’re always hearing how to show. You’ve got to let the reader make their own 
conclusions about things, but also you can reflect on how things made you feel and your  
 
experience of things. Again, I definitely appreciate it. Then she says, “This is the thing I struggled 
with the most. Tara doesn’t seem to see it.” I think that’s what I’m speaking to. She’s not saying 
to the reader, “My dad is neglectful. He’s a jerk. He did this.” No. She’s letting you make the 
conclusions for yourself. I really appreciated that and I’ve seen that a lot. It happens in The 
Glass Castle. For those of you who have read The Glass Castle, she’s not condemning her 
completely messed up parents. She’s letting us figure that out for ourselves. So there’s a place 
where you’ve got to trust that the reader is going to see it, and I think she was pretty effective. 
 
LJM:  Very powerful. 
 
BW:  Great questions, you guys. Thank you. I’m super excited about next week. I think that this 
imagined scene thing is a kind of a new frontier, and hopefully it’s something that a lot of you 
can implement into your own writing, so we’re off to a good start. Have a wonderful, wonderful 
week. Have a great night, Linda Joy. See you soon. 
 
LJM:  See you soon, too. Thank you. Bye. 
 
BW:  Bye, everybody. 
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EDUCATED CLASS 2 
IMAGINED SCENES AND SPECULATION— 

HOW TO WRITE WHAT YOU DON’T REMEMBER 
 
BW:  Hello, everyone. Welcome. Hi, Linda Joy. 
 
LJM:  Hi, Brooke. Welcome to Class #2. 
 
BW:  Imagined Scenes. I have been really looking forward to tonight’s class, in part because I 
don’t think I’ve ever read a memoirist who does imagine scenes as well as Tara has. I think it’s 
something that memoirists are always wondering how can I write about something I don’t 
remember, something that happened repeatedly. She’s also doing this speculation that we’ll 
speak to as well. We are hoping that tonight you’re going to take away some real craft points 
that you can begin to implement in your own writing. I think also, more importantly, just to give 
you the confidence, when you hit up against some of those doubts, to have some tools to know 
what to do. 
 
LJM:  Yes. This is pretty much what every memoirist struggles with in some form or another, so 
we’re really glad to deepen the discussion in this class today.  
 
BW:  I’m excited to dive in, and Linda Joy is going to kick us off here. 
 
LJM:  Asserting your truth when your family makes you feel crazy. You can certainly see this as a 
theme all the way through Educated, and it becomes more and more intense as the book goes 
on, as you no doubt noticed. Because I’m also a family therapist—and, of course, I read the 
book through the lens of a family therapist—I thought I’d give you a mini-discussion here on 
family dynamics as I saw them and as I see many people trying to deal with them in their own 
memoirs. It’s one way I consult with people when they’re trying to figure out how to write 
about this stuff. 
 
Some of the basics for understanding families—I worked with families for many years with very 
distressed people, people whose children were acting out, according to the parents. In every 
situation what we saw was very complex, like a mobile, where this person reacts this way and 
affects that and that and that. This is always the case, sort of a fine-tuned balance or 
homeostasis, you might call it, between the different layers of the family system.  
 
In Tara’s case you see at the beginning that there are certain beliefs, there are certain rules of 
how to act and what to say and what not to say, and early on you begin to see how Tara was 
learning what those rules were. What we saw in the arc of the story is that as she started either 
doubting or breaking the rules, all hell broke loose in many, many ways. It can be as intense,  
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and I’ve seen it many times, as what happened in this family and even beyond, where people 
are actually in danger for breaking the rules. 
 
In our teaching, we talk to many different kinds of memoirists, many different families from 
different backgrounds, and some writers are afraid of what their family will do if they write a 
memoir, if they write the truth. Some are afraid; some just don’t want to hurt people; some are 
worried about actual revenge and retribution. Hopefully, that’s not true for any of you, but 
even if it might be true, our initial suggestion is write your truth and write what you need to 
write. 
 
I want to go on and talk about power. Power, obviously, is who’s winning, who has the upper 
hand. We can see in Tara’s case that it’s the father and the mother, though he is the patriarch 
and they live in a belief system where his rule is at the top. He is the most powerful. He’s the 
one who makes decisions that other people can’t go back on or are afraid to, though you will 
see in the text, of course, how different people do try to disagree with him and usually fail. He 
is wearing that hat and, clearly, to go against him from the very beginning is to go against God 
or something. In their family and their belief system, and in the fundamental belief system for 
many, that’s often true. 
 
The rules of the family are both stated and unstated. There are so many examples. We’re going 
to be giving you some of those examples later, but all along you learn from the very beginning 
the rules of engagement and disengagement. There are times, for instance, Richard, the boy 
who’s reading the encyclopedia in the basement, quietly goes about his business of reading, 
and he has a way about him, and so apparently does Tyler, too, in a non-confrontational way, 
go against the rule of no school and no reading. Of course it’s made clear they’re boys, so they 
have more rights to go against the rules than a girl, in Tara’s case.  
 
Myths are what a family believes despite any objective truth, and some of the myths aren’t so 
clear about what they are in this book. There are myth beliefs Tara later finds out about that 
her education allows her to challenge. She learns more about the Weavers and what happened 
at Ruby Ridge and the whole survivalist thing and even goes beyond that. The myths include 
Father is always right, or you can’t ever disagree with him, or Mother is holy and to give respect 
to her is not to go against her. There are all kinds of ways these beliefs are put into practice, 
and they are subtle. Some people may call it a brainwashing or a gaslighting; that’s a word 
that’s sometimes used. The triangulation is when people use a third party to support their own 
power stance. 
 
Let’s go to the next slide and look at some of that for a moment. There were many power wars 
in Tara’s family. The principle of triangulation is: if you see a weakness, the fact that you need 
another person to support your point of view means you’re not quite strong enough to hold 
onto it yourself. Man, as I read this, the triangulation and the power wars made me dizzy 
because they would switch. The brothers, the father, and Tara were a sets of triangles, and  
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different brothers at different times and father and Tara. The mother, father, and Tara, as well 
as the mother, father, and other children at times, all would create a triangle; and then Tara, 
her mother, and her sister Audrey, that was another triangle, as well as Audrey, the father, and 
Tara. This family is made of so many triangles, you could build a building out of them, there 
were so many. 
 
Then there were alliances and betrayals all over the place, and Shawn, at times, seemed like an 
alliance for Tara, but then he betrays her and attacks her and proceeds to try to destroy her. 
But there are times when they’re allies against the use of the Shear, for instance. Shawn comes 
to Tara’s defense. Tyler and Tara seem to have the longest and the most sustained alliance that 
is actually still there at the end of the book. At the end of the book you see the three siblings 
that stayed with the parents and the three who were more independent and who were 
speaking to Tara, which showed up when there was a funeral. Of course, that’s when 
everything shows up anyway in families, when there’s a wedding or a funeral. All the triangles 
and alliances show up then. 
 
I wanted to show some of the places, this whole thing about reality, it begins slowly but then, of 
course, builds and builds throughout the book, but what I thought was interesting and useful 
for you to see is how she does start putting her conflicts on the page. With her friend Charles, 
he’s an alliance she creates outside of the family, which actually is against the stated family 
rules: You do not make an alliance with someone stronger than anyone in your family. By the 
way, many of the rules are unconscious. People don’t sit around and make a list, but there’s an 
expectation that you behave a certain way. On page 172, Charles says:  
 

“Well, I’m angry, even if you aren’t. Are you angry your parents didn’t put you in 
school?”  

 
“I said nothing. I’d never heard anyone criticize my father except Shawn, and I wasn’t 
able to respond to it. I want to tell Charles about the Illuminati. But the words belonged 
to my father, and even in my mind they sounded awkward, rehearsed. I was ashamed at 
my inability to take possession of them. I believed then—and a part of me will always 
believe—that my father’s words ought to be my own.” 

 
You can see how deep her conflict goes, even though at that time she’s in the other world. I 
love the way she phrases it on page 174, at the beginning of Chapter 20: 
 

“Charles was my first friend for that other world, the one my father had tried to protect 
me from.” 

 
So there it’s stated, and what she says she does is what a lot of us do when we have realities 
that are so diverse that we can’t integrate them into who we are. 
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“I couldn’t reconcile his world,” Charles’s world, “with mine so I separated them. Every 
evening I watched for his red jeep from my window, and when it appeared on the 
highway I ran for the door. By the time he’d bumped up the hill I’d be waiting on the 
lawn, and before he could get out I’d be in the jeep, arguing with him about my 
seatbelt.” 

 
She was very consciously trying to keep her worlds, as she says, separate. There’s another 
example on page 289, so we’re much further along in the land of conflict by then. Here in the 
middle of it, this whole section is about when Shawn threatened her with the knife, and she 
said: 
 

“I was nearly incoherent with panic, but my friend Drew understood and said I should 
leave, right now, and he’d meet me halfway.” 
 
“I went to bed, not to sleep. I waited until six in the morning, then I found Mother in 

 the kitchen.”   
 
She goes on. She says to her mother, I’ll “be back in a day or two,” and she takes her journal. 
On the way, escaping, she realizes she’s in danger because she’s read these emails. She sees the 
fact that Shawn has killed the dog with a knife, the knife meant for her. 
 
It does become dangerous in a family like this that is so enmeshed and so fraught with danger 
and power and the danger of power, that you really shouldn’t see it too clearly or you will have 
your conflicts. On page 180, towards the bottom, she said: 
 

“I had started on a path of awareness, had perceived something elemental about my 
brother, my father, myself. I had discerned the ways in which we had been sculpted by a 
tradition given to us by others, a tradition of which we were either willfully or 
accidentally ignorant. I had begun to understand that we had lent our voices to a 
discourse whose sole purpose was to dehumanize and brutalize others. I could 

 not have articulated this…” 
 
She goes on a little bit more about that. 
 
A final couple of examples. As you can see, she’s stating her conflict. If she didn’t, it would be 
hard for us to discern what she’s thinking, but part of her book is oops, here’s a place where I 
had a new awareness. Here’s another place where I had another new awareness as she’s 
tracking the thread of her “education.” It’s an education in every realm all the way through the 
book. On pages 286-287, it’s where there’s another threat with Shawn. On page 287, actually, 
she’s seen the blade of this knife and she says: 
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“Having decided I was dreaming, I did what one does in dreams: I tried to understand 
and use the rules of this queer reality. I reasoned with the strange shadows 
impersonating my family, and when reasoning failed, I lied. The impostors had bent 
reality. Now it was my turn.” 

 
She goes on to talk about how she twisted her own reality. Brooke is going to pick up on more 
of that and talk more about that in another section here.  
 
BW:  We do have a section we’re going to turn back to just because, obviously, we’re talking 
about doubt and memory and all of that stuff in tonight’s class. These questions of introducing 
doubt and how and why you would do that is very interesting to me recently because one of 
our former students from the six-month class contacted me and said that she had done a class 
with Mary Karr, whom as most of you know, Linda Joy and I deeply admire. She’s the 
godmother of memoir and she said, “Mary Karr thinks differently about memoir than you do.” I 
said, “What are you talking about?” She said, “She says that you should always articulate what 
you don’t remember.” I was like, “That’s shocking.”  
 
I’m a) not sure that’s completely true, and b) what it made me think is that she thought that 
Linda Joy and I don’t think that you should articulate what you don’t remember, which is also 
not true. It’s both/and, and the reason that I say that is because when you articulate what you 
don’t remember, it works sometimes. I say to use it sparingly because if you write a memoir 
and every time you don’t remember something you say, “I don’t remember this. I do remember 
that. I don’t remember this. I don’t remember this,” I can tell you, because I’ve read those 
manuscripts, how tedious it is.  
 
I once did an assessment over the summer in which almost every single paragraph began with 
either “I remember” or “I don’t remember,” and I thought I was going to claw my eyes out. You 
really need to be careful, and that doesn’t mean that it’s not a usable device. It is something 
that in some contexts makes sense, but Tara is not doing it all over the place. She’s doing it 
sparingly. I will point out the places where she does it, and it’s good. Partly that’s speculation as 
well, and that can fall into this. On page 38 she says: 
 

“I think I heard him say that, and if he did, which surely he must have, Mother must 
have whispered a reply, or maybe she wasn’t able to whisper anything, I don’t know. 
I’ve always imagined that she asked to be taken home.” 

 
So you see she’s introducing doubt, but in this case she’s saying, “I don’t know.” In other cases 
she does say, “I don’t remember,” but you can track the number of times she does this, and it’s 
a good device, but you need to think of different ways to articulate it, not always the same, “I 
don’t remember. I don’t remember,” and use other language to articulate what you don’t 
remember. Another example on page 130 at the top, she says: 
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“I remember strangely little of the hospital, or of how my brother looked. I vaguely 
recall that his head was wrapped in gauze, and that when I asked why, Mother said the 
doctors had performed a surgery, cutting into his skull to relieve some pressure, or stop 
a bleed, or repair something—actually, I can’t remember what she said.” 

 
In the Mastering Scene class that we’re going to teach, we’ll talk about scenes. But one of the 
things that we always teach about scene is detail. Detail, detail, detail, sensory details. We’ll get 
into that a lot more. 
 
Even though she’s saying what she doesn’t remember, you’ll notice the sensory details: 
 

“I vaguely recall that his head was wrapped in gauze, and that when I asked why, 
Mother said the doctors had performed a surgery, cutting into his skull to relieve some 
pressure, or stop a bleed, or repair something.” 

 
Those are good details for not remembering. It’s a way to infuse the not remembering with 
scenic details and that’s what makes it so powerful. 
 
In the interest of time, and because we have so many examples, you can look at page 289 on 
your own. Let’s go to pages 73-75, wrestling with the truth on the day that Luke got burned. It 
is a whole section in which she’s grappling with doubt. It starts at the line break where it says: 
 

“For eighteen years I never thought of that day, not in any probing way. The few times 
my reminiscing carried me back to that torrid afternoon, what I remembered first was 
the belt.” 

 
She goes on and on. Some of the stuff I don’t like. I don’t personally like when she says: 
 

“Now, at age twenty-nine, I sit down to write, to reconstruct the incident from the 
 echoes and shouts of a tired memory.” 
 
I’m not a fan of that. I always recommend to memoirists I work with not to bring the reader to 
the moment when you’re typing on the keyboard. I think that it jars the reader out of the 
scene. But it works here because she is already wrestling with what she remembers and what 
she doesn’t remember, and she’s unpacking it almost like an investigator. When she says: 
 
 “I decide to ask Richard. He’s older than I, and he has a sharper memory.” 
 
She is, like I said, tackling it in a different way. There’s a different narrative voice that comes 
onto the page here, and then she says, on the bottom of page 74: 
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“I can’t picture what happens next, because nobody ever told me how Dad put out the 
fire on Luke’s leg. Then a memory surfaces—of Dad, that night in the kitchen, wincing as 
Mother slathers salve on his hands, which are red and blistering—and I know what he 
must have done.” 

 
She’s piecing it together. I think this is incredibly effective, and it’s also sophisticated. That’s 
another thing that is helpful to understand in terms of how she’s doing what she’s doing 
because it would be really easy to just be like, “I don’t remember what happened. I heard from 
someone that this happened. I don’t remember it that way,” blah, blah, blah. Again, I can’t 
stand reading stuff like that.  
 
What she is doing is she is painting a sophisticated picture, but she’s letting you know that she’s 
cobbling it together from different sources, different bits of memories, and she really does 
leave it like a tapestry. It’s interesting. It really is readable, and that’s what I think is very 
important about it. 
 
On page 75, I want to draw your attention to the footnote. I don’t think many or any of you are 
going to end up doing footnotes in your memoir. Maybe if you like how Tara did it you’ll 
implement it. It’s okay, but it’s very unusual. What I do want to say is that there’s a way in she’s 
almost justifying the truth here. She says his account is different. “In Luke’s memory, Dad took 
Luke to the house,” and it says what he does.  
 

“This goes against my memory, and against Richard’s. Still, perhaps our memories are in 
error. Perhaps I found Luke in a tub, alone, rather than on the grass. What everyone 
agrees upon, strangely, is that somehow Luke ended up on the front lawn, his leg in a 
garbage can.” 

 
That kind of device, I think it is effective when memory is a theme in your book, when you’re 
really grappling with memory, which is in fact what Tara is doing a lot of the time. One of the 
reasons she needs to do this—this speaks to the how and the why—is that she has grown up in 
a family where people are denying the truth of her experience all the time. Pages 294-296 is 
when she’s reeling from the aftermath of her sister’s letter. This is a good section for you guys 
to read because I can’t read the whole thing. It would take so long. It actually starts on page 
293: 
 
 “When I lost my sister, I lost my family.” 
 
It goes on and on, but the part I want to home in on is when she talks about herself. 
 

“This monster child stalked me for a month before I found a logic to banish her: that I 
was likely insane. If I was insane, everything could be made to make sense. If I was sane,  
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nothing could/ This logic seemed damning. It was also a relief. I was not evil; I was 
clinical.” 

 
“I began to defer, always, to the judgment of others.”  

 
She goes on and on to say: 
 

“I began to rely on Drew to tell me the facts of our lives. I took pleasure in doubting 
myself about whether we’d seen a particular friend last week or the week before…” 

 
This is her adult life that she’s talking about. What’s even real? She’s doubting herself, and it’s 
integral to her story. It’s not going to be integral to all of your stories. Some people wrestle with 
memory more than others, and a lot of you, it makes sense to tell us what happened. 
 
Earlier today I was on a coaching call with a client and I said, “How did you feel in this 
moment?” She was sobbing, and her mother wasn’t comforting her. She didn’t write anything 
about whether she wanted to be comforted or what her thoughts were. When I asked her 
about it, she said, “I didn’t want to be comforted.” I said, “That’s not what I would have 
assumed. I would have assumed that a child of that age, ten or eleven, would have wanted to 
be comforted. It is important that you put it on the page.”  
 
She said, “Yeah, but I don’t remember that moment, not wanting to be comforted.” I said, 
“Well, that’s fine, but you know that, in general, you do not want to be comforted by your 
mom. Therefore, that is the correct and appropriate thing to put on the page because that is 
what would have been true.” 
 
I know that’s a little convoluted, but it’s important because if she then wrote, “I don’t 
remember how I felt that day.” She could have said, “Maybe I wanted to be comforted, maybe I 
didn’t.” It’s not as powerful; it’s not as impactful to just tell the reader, “I didn’t want to be 
comforted by her.” It says something about the family dynamic. That’s my argument for mostly 
just letting the reader know how things likely would have been if you can’t remember. 
 
LJM:  Yes. You’re addressing the family dynamic. You know there is one. If a child can’t bear to 
be comforted or doesn’t trust the parent enough to be comforted, that says a lot. Those are 
very good points to make so that the reader understands that whole situation. 
 
I thought it was very interesting to see how Tara used journaling and memory here, and I’m 
going to go in the order—I have an additional little bit, not very long, on page 131 that I’m 
going to add. I mention it in the use of past tense on page 131, and also she is using the 
journals, so I’m going to talk about both points. On page 131, after Shawn’s injury: 
 

“The real world, meanwhile, plunged into chaos.” 
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“He did succumb to rages, moments of blind anger…” 
and so on. 

 
“Mother said I was the only one who could calm him, and I persuaded myself that that 
was true. 

 
Who better? I thought. He doesn’t affect me. 

 
 “Reflecting on it now…”  
 
She’s gone into the present tense. 
 

“I’m not sure the injury changed him that much, but I convinced myself that it had, and 
that any cruelty on his part was entirely new. I can read my journals from this period 
and trace the evolution—of a young girl rewriting her history. In the reality she 
constructed for herself nothing had been wrong before her brother fell off that pallet. I 
wish I had my best friend back, she wrote. Before his injury, I never got hurt at all.” 

 
This is an example of deep hypnosis, kind of brainwashing. She needed to change her own 
memory so she could endure the painful reality of what was actually happening, and she drew 
on her journals in that situation. And when she’s in the now reflecting back, she does use 
present tense quite often, which is okay as long as everybody keeps track of the tenses. 
 
Then, there’s some more of this journaling, so just another example—I’m not going to read that 
much—on pages 194-95, she’s dealing with memory; what do I remember? She’s trying to 
make sense of what happened because Shawn attacks her again. She says in the middle of page 
195: 
 

“…I scratch out a journal entry. I ask myself questions. Why didn’t he stop when I 
begged him? It was like getting beaten by a zombie, I write. Like he couldn’t hear me.” 

 
Then she puts her journal under the pillow when he comes in. Then she says: 
 

“I begin to reason with myself, to doubt whether I had spoken clearly:” 
 
She writes all of her doubts, so it adds to what Brooke was already talking about, those doubts. 
We have time to read a few of these, I think.  
 
Points of view: She’s keeping track here of her experiences vis-à-vis also what other people are 
saying, and she’s doing it all the way through. I’m curious, over time, what more interviews and 
things will be out there about why she did that. We can guess. Maybe to soften the blow of 
having written a memoir about all this. I’m not sure. 
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She talks about keeping track of this trip they were on, on page 93. She says: 
 

“The rest of the trip blurs in my memory, leaving me with only snapshots…” 
 
There are pieces of these snapshots that then lead to an accident they have. The result of that 
accident is an issue of memory and who said what happened when. She’s keeping track of it. 
There’s a combination of this story, that story, and then the other story. That happens again on 
page 128, and this is about Shawn and his fall from the pallet. 
 

“The facts after this point are even more hazy. The story I heard was that fifteen 
minutes later Shawn wandered into the site. Dad thought he was ready to work…” 

 
There’s a big footnote there. She’s keeping track of her version, and then Tyler, what he was 
told and what Mother said and what Shawn said, and she puts it all down. I don’t know what 
she’s doing. I think she’s afraid, in a deep part of herself, about what will happen if she doesn’t 
fairly represent everybody’s point of view. 
 
The final one is Shawn. There’s another scene where he didn’t end up going to the hospital on 
page 147, and she says: 
 

“When I think of that night now, I don’t think of the dark highway, or of my brother lying 
in a pool of his own blood. I think of the waiting room…I smell its sterilized air. I hear the 
ticking of a plastic clock.” 

 
 “Sitting across from me is my father…:” 
 
She goes on to say, on the top of the next page: 
 

“We both know that if I ever again find Shawn on the highway, soaked in crimson, 
 I will do exactly what I have just done. I am not sorry, merely ashamed.” 
 
When she’s feeling shame, she’s ashamed that she’s different, that she would be doing 
something different than when her father wanted, which is where it all begins. This is what 
concludes the book, that she continues on that path. 
 
BW:  Let’s keep on, and definitely put list your questions. The craft of all this is important. As I 
was saying, we teach scene in the long class. Obviously, we’re going to do a deep dive into 
scene writing in the Mastering Scene class. This question of how to enter into the imagined 
scene, I think is an important one. There are moments when she’s just doing these little 
sentences, like on page 18. I want to read this whole paragraph of what goes on, on page 7: 
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“I imagined what would happen when my family  discovered I was missing. My brother 
Richard and I often spent whole days on the mountain, so it was likely no one would 
notice until sundown, when Richard came home for dinner and I didn’t. I pictured my 
brothers pushing out the door to search for me. They’d try the junkyard first, hefting 
iron slabs in case some stray sheet of metal had shifted and pinned me. Then they’d 
move outward, sweeping the farm, crawling up trees and into the barn attic. Finally, 
they’d turn to the mountain.” 

 
She goes on and on, all in the conditional tense, so you guys can notice that.  
 

“It would be past dusk by then…I imagined my brothers spreading over the 
mountain…No one would talk; everyone’s thoughts would be the same.” 

  
It’s really interesting to read how much she imagines this, right? 
 
 “Cliffs appeared suddenly.” 
 
She moves into this complete imaginary scene, which is actually fascinating, because I’m trying 
to remember another memoir that I’ve seen do this in this level of detail. 
 

“I imagined Mother standing by the back door, her eyes sweeping the dark ridge, when 
my father came home to tell her they hadn’t found me.” 

 
What I like about it so much is that she’s imagining running away because it’s her grandmother 
who offers that she could come with her to Arizona and that they wouldn’t tell her parents, and 
this is what she imagines in her imagination, of course, a totally not realized thing that ever 
happened, but it’s kind of like when you do a head trip, which I’m sure all of you know when 
you imagine a scenario that might happen if “x” happened, “y” could happen. I think it’s really 
powerful because head tripping in memoirs is very interesting. It gives the reader a sense of 
where your mind goes when you imagine a scenario, or maybe you’re paranoid about 
something or maybe you are speculating or imagining how people would react if you did 
something. That’s what she’s doing there, and it’s actually very effective. I found myself liking 
that a lot and sometimes wishing that people would do more of it, allowing themselves to mind 
trip a little bit in their writing.  
 
Let’s look at page 18 because this is just a very small moment, but I liked it because I think this 
is also something that you guys can all use when you are trying to show someone’s reaction. In 
scene writing, one of the things we teach is that you want to break up dialogue by telling 
people what sense you make of things. Not only dialogue; you can do this in any part of a 
scene, telling people what sense you make of the experience, or telling your reader what your 
character’s reaction might be. I said “dialogue,” because sometimes when characters are 
talking—and especially if they’re speaking with you so you’re in a one-on-one conversation with  
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another character in your book—it can be very helpful to tell the reader what you’re 
interpreting. Sometimes people don’t do that; they just do the talking heads back and forth, 
back and forth. On page 18, the second paragraph, it says: 
 

“Mother also used the money to improve herself as a midwife. She bought an oxygen 
tank in case a baby came out and couldn’t breathe, and she took a suturing class so she 
could stitch the women who tore. Judy had always sent women to the hospital for 
stitches, but Mother was determined to learn. Self-reliance, I imagine her thinking.” 

 
Even though she’s using this little, tiny, imaginative, speculative craft point here, it’s effective 
because she’s letting the reader know what her mom would think, and she gets to do that 
because she knows her mom intimately. It’s something important for you to give yourselves 
permission to say things like that because you do know some of your characters intimately and 
can imagine what their response to certain things would be. Again, I’m using the word “would” 
more than ever as I’m talking right now because this is all speculation and, therefore, you will 
be using the conditional tense when you’re speculating. 
 
On page 19, in the middle of the page, a couple of sentences, she’s talking about Luke: 
 

“Luke would need income to support a family, to buy supplies and prepare for the End 
of Days, so he needed a birth certificate. The other possibility is that Mother didn’t ask 
Dad. Perhaps she just decided, on her own, and he accepted her decision. Perhaps even 
he—charismatic gale of a man that he was—was temporarily swept aside by the force of 
her.” 

 
This is when they’re talking about getting their birth certificates. Again, she doesn’t know. She 
is, again, speculating, but she’s saying is one possibility is this happened, perhaps this 
happened, perhaps that happened, but I really appreciate that she is speculating the why of it, 
because as a reader we can’t know her mom and her dad the way that she does, so she does 
get to come in and write these scenes or these little tidbits where she is imagining or 
speculating what happened. 
 
Again, as I said, some of these are overlapping on top of each other because some of these 
major scenes that we’re talking about today, there’s not many of them. If there had been too 
many of them, then she would not be discerning. We’re talking about the value of being 
discerning and using these things sparingly. Even though I read about this already, I’m going to 
talk about it through this perspective of crafting scenes. At the bottom, which I read in the last 
section—but let’s look at it one more time: 
 

“I can’t picture what happens next because nobody ever told me how Dad put out the 
fire on Luke’s leg.” 
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Let me keep going beyond what I read last time, which is : 
 

“Luke is no longer on fire. I tried to imagine the moment of decision. Dad looks at the 
weeds...” 

 
Here’s the scene. This is very similar to the first scene I read, but she goes into great detail: 
 

“I tried to imagine…Dad looks at the weeds, which are burning fast, thirsty for flame in 
that quivering heat.” 

 
Notice the details. 
 

“He looks at his son. He thinks if he can choke the flames while they’re young, he can 
prevent a wildfire, maybe save the house. Luke seems lucid. His brain hasn’t processed 
what’s happening; the pain hasn’t set in.” 

 
Now she’s back to what is going on with Luke, and then she says: 
 

“I imagine Dad praying aloud, his eyes drawn heavenward, as he carries his son to the 
truck and sets him in the driver’s seat. Dad shifts the engine into first, the truck starts its 
roll. It’s going at a good speed now. Luke is gripping the wheel.” 

 
All of this stuff is imagined, but it’s super powerful, and she lets you know she’s essentially 
inventing the scene. Yet what’s important is that she knows these people; she knows the details 
of the mountain, of the truck, and what would have happened. She essentially recreates these 
scenes. If you think about it, you guys are probably doing this to some extent already without 
feeling the need to say that it’s a fully recreated scene. In some cases, this is part of what 
memoir is, but for reasons that I think we’ve talked about tonight that are made clear, she does 
feel the need to articulate that she does not remember this. I think the reason is because she 
didn’t witness it firsthand and because there are conflicting memories and stories of what 
happened. In those moments that she didn’t witness, she’s using this imaginative technique 
that I personally think is quite effective, and I think in the aftermath of the popularity of this 
book, we’re going to be seeing it a lot more in other memoirs. That’s my prediction. 
 
LJM:  Yes, it’s interesting how one technique and style is part of then the literature that people 
are looking at as they go on and build on what people can do. It’ll be fun to see that happens. 
 
BW:  Yes, absolutely. And how certain books, of course, really can change the course of how 
things are done and what is the norm. We see that, of course, in fiction, and memoir is a much 
younger genre. Even though there have been confessionals for centuries, the true form of 
memoir that we are teaching really has just been around since the ‘90s. That means that we’re  
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learning and new things are coming up and becoming adopted as part of the canon of memoir. I 
personally think that’s one of the things that’s quite exciting about it. 
 
LJM:  Me, too. 
 
BW:  Let me see if I can get to the question window here. G. is asking, 156 and 157, about short 
sentences. 
 
LJM:  What’s the question about short sentences? 
 
BW:  It says we have thoughts on one-sentence paragraphs, such as on pages 156 and 157. 
 
LJM:  Here they are. 
 
 “Failing a quiz did nothing to undermine my new devotion to an old creed, but a 

lecture on Western art did.” 
 
That’s in the middle of page 156. I think it’s to highlight—if you’re going to see one sentence, 
you’re going to see that sentence stand against others, and maybe she wants to highlight that. 
Some of the rest of it is in dialogue, so if you dialogue, there’s going to be a sentence for the 
dialogue and a sentence for her reflection and another sentence for the dialogue and another 
sentence or short paragraph for her reactions. That’s what I see going on there. 
 
BW:  Sometimes breaks are intuitive. They’re a bit stylistic. If you look at the previous sentence: 
 
 “Doctors were Sons of Perdition. Home-schooling was a commandment from the 
 Lord.” 
 
 “Failing a quiz did nothing to undermine my new devotion to an old creed…” 
 
It might have felt like it was not quite in the right place, so that’s going to be an intuitive thing 
that you guys are going to feel into, and some people like longer paragraphs and some people 
like shorter paragraphs. The same goes, I think, for scene breaks as well as paragraph breaks. 
That is also sometimes an intuitive thing. You might have a sense that oh, okay, this is a place 
for a break. If you ask three people, they might break in three different places, and that’s part 
of the art of writing. 
 
A question: What do you think about talking about experiences of one’s children, now adult, 
who are reluctant to read, much less give input or agreement to the writing? Do parents have 
an obligation to protect children from possibly further family harm? 
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LJM:  It’s an ethical question, isn’t it? Everybody has to decide how they are going to talk to 
their children, what they’re going to present, what they’re going to keep secret. This is part of 
the complication of writing a memoir. We always say write what you need to write in your first 
draft. Maybe it’s your healing draft; maybe it’s your revealing secrets draft. Then later decide 
how you want your final version of that little story to be. Maybe you’ll distance yourself more 
than you did in the earlier draft, or maybe by then your relationship with your children will be 
different and there’s things you can talk to them about. Sometimes the writing clears up your 
head enough that you can figure out what to say or what not to say or what to do. It’s a huge 
part of the process. Keep asking that question and keep looking at it as you’re working on your 
story. What do you think, Brooke? 
 
BW:  Yes, I agree, and I think it depends on what it is. I have examples of women on She Writes 
Press, like one who wrote about leaving a fundamentalist Jewish religion, and her son is pissed 
off at her for writing her truth, and I frankly feel like it’s not his business. She didn’t really 
implicate him. In another case a woman who wrote about a very troubled marriage, and the 
son is also mad at her. That’s a little different than what you’re saying, which I’m reading into, 
which is “further family harm.”  
 
I think you have to ask yourself is it your truth and your story and really what kind of harm is 
going to be put upon these third-party people because sometimes it’s just that children think 
that they have a right to silence their parents, and that can be very problematic. Obviously, I 
don’t know the circumstances, but I just want to say be careful because I have witnessed this, 
interestingly, with sons and their mothers. I’m sure it could happen with daughters, too. 
 
B. is asking: There’s a lot of talk regarding about NaNoWriMo coming up in November. What 
are your thoughts on 50,000-word memoir in one month? What structure would you use as 
your fast draft? 
 
LJM:  I would do it chronological if it was me. It’s really hard, and unless you’re a real quick 
thinker or have a mind that can solve a puzzle in the abstract, it’s easier to think of a timeline 
and go straight through it, and then later you can break it up into different parts if you want. 
Lots of people do their memoir in NaNoWriMo. We are even having a National Association of 
Memoir Writers. We’re having Grant Faulkner, who’s the head of NaNoWriMo, as our guest on 
September 28th. You can go to namw.org and look at that and see if you want to join us. He’s 
going to talk about that, but also the whole idea of getting something on the page and then you 
have it out of your head can be really helpful. It will be a mess, though, and so if you do already 
know how to write some scenes, that will help, and also do a timeline to help you keep track of 
what you’re doing. I would suggest at the beginning of major sections to put the date and 
where you were and your age so that you can track things later. There are some ways to make 
it not quite so messy as it might be otherwise. 
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BW:  I agree with all of that. I can’t also think of another way that you could possibly do it other 
than chronological in that kind of sprint that NaNoWriMo is, and I think some of you guys know 
that I do a podcast with Grant, and we are doing something on memoir. In the month of 
November we have a show that is dedicated to what they call NaNo Rebels, and the NaNo 
Rebels are the memoirists and other non-novelists, so keep an eye out for that because I think 
it will be fun, and I’m always championing memoir on our podcast. I would encourage people to 
do it because the cool thing about NaNoWriMo is that it’s a huge community of people that’s all 
about trying to hit word count. If you can clear your schedule and really create moments to do 
that, it can be incredibly effective for the accountability and getting your story onto the page 
and then finessing it later. Then you can be a NaNo Rebel. I like the idea of it. 
 
All right. We’re relying on you to ask questions for what might be coming up for you, and even 
if you want to talk through what you think of these imaginative scenes, if you find that helpful, 
if it’s something that you have been giving some thought to. You can also put it into the 
question pane, “I want to ask a question,” as I said, and I can unmute you. We’re more than 
happy to hear from people. I think that’s the easiest way to do it is to put that in the question 
pane. Maybe there’s a question as to whether you’ve tried something like this. 
 
I actually think this question of not remembering and how to deal with what you don’t 
remember is one of the most common issues that I hear memoirists struggling with all the time. 
Even in my feedback to writers that I coach, almost always when I’m asking a question, when 
I’m saying what did you think about that or how did you react or what were your thoughts at 
the time, and my clients or students say, “I don’t remember.” I’m, like, yeah, it doesn’t matter.” 
You still need to answer the question, so it’s a big one. 
 
LJM:  Memoir is about making meaning and making sense of things, not just a list of what 
happened, what happened, what happened. Educated is such a good example and Mary Karr’s 
books, too. Quite a few memoirs that we love and have taught, including Wild and Eat Pray 
Love, they’re big memoirs, but people are doing what we need them to do as readers so that 
we feel engaged like we’re walking in their shoes. A lot of what we’re teaching is how do you 
help your readers ultimately walk in your shoes and see the world through your eyes. That’s 
part of what writing scenes are about, and it’s also the authenticity that’s necessary. You want 
to feel that this is a real person, and real people have conflicts. They think this and they think 
that. They think, “Oh, no, did I do this?” “Oh, no, I did that,” or “Yay,” or that person, “I love 
them, I hate them.” It’s full of contradictions and contrasts, real life. 
 
BW:  Indeed. A few questions coming in. G. says: Do you think if Tara were writing the memoir 
from a greater distance, age 50+, for example, that she would have used as many imagined 
scenes? 
 
LJM:  Who knows? 
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BW:  It’s obviously hard to speculate, but I do think so because I think what she’s grappling with 
is the fact of the family she grew up in. The backlash against that is not how that happened, and 
that is part of her lived experience, so that’s my thought on that. 
 
LJM:  Yes, and also being younger, this stuff just happened to her. When she’s fifty, it will be 
thirty-five years before. We do write a memoir from where we are. I think she’s still 
traumatized. She’s certainly conflicted, and she may have this new and better and different life, 
but she’s lost so much. We really get a feeling early in the book of the tightly woven home, 
including Buck’s Peak, including the house, including her mother, that she loved and that’s part 
of her identity. So it was extremely wrenching, and any of us—it’s happened to me, too—when 
you lose something that’s part of your skin and your body, you’re going to grieve for a long 
time. This is just a couple of years later that she wrote this, as far as I understand. 
 
BW:  Right, absolutely. There are a few comments and questions coming in that you guys can 
read. We only have a couple more minutes.  
 
Lisa’s question about dialogue: How do you suggest approaching dialogue for a scene you can’t 
remember? 
 
To me, I think that’s where you do have to create. You have to imagine what would have 
happened and then not get all, like, “I think he might have said. He probably said,” because you 
have to be able to draw readers into the scene completely. That’s a place of creative license 
that I think is understood in memoir. 
 
LJM:  Some people are truly against it. Mary Karr might be one of those people. 
 
BW:  She can’t be because she has lots of dialogue in her memoirs. I would say you don’t walk 
around your life with a tape recorder strapped to your head. In the interview I did with her, she 
spoke about bubble gum, that she remembered the type of bubble gum that this kid was 
chewing. It was in her memory that ultimately the kind of gum didn’t matter. That was 
something she remembered, but it was more like when you’re making these scenes, the rich 
details add so much. Sometimes you’re going to say it was Big Red when it was actually Trident. 
Those are the details that are not quite—you’re not lying, let’s put it that way. 
 
LJM:  Some people suggest indirect dialogue for at least some of the not as clearly remembered 
parts, introducing it with, “I think the conversation went like this.” What is the essence of the 
emotional truth in that conversation, and did it change anything or make a difference? If it’s 
about buying coffee today, it doesn’t matter, but if it’s an “I’ll never see you again” 
conversation, then it really does matter to figure out a way to do it. 
 
BW:  That’s a very good point. M.’s asking an important question about recordings. A recording 
is going out on Tuesday morning, so if you didn’t get it, I will forward it.  
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Let’s take one final question: Tara covers a large age span. Is it the themes she writes about 
that separates this from an autobiography? 
 
I think it’s coming of age, even though she ends the book in the “present,” and I think she’s 
twenty-seven years old, she still is coming of age when she’s twenty-seven or becoming a true 
adult in some ways because of where her understanding of ending things with her family and 
the themes definitely. We teach about this in the long class, that you can cover a very long 
period of time, as Linda Joy does in Song of the Plains, your most recent one. When you’re so 
thematic and homed in that you’re covering a life, it’s bigger than a slice of life, but it’s so 
thematically driven, it’s definitely still memoir. 
 
Good questions. Thanks, everyone, and we’ll see you next week. Please do email me if you 
didn’t get the recording. I’ll certainly forward that right away, and we don’t want you to get 
behind. I’m looking forward to talking about characters next week. 
 
LJM:  That’ll be very interesting. Thank you, all. Thank you, Brooke. Bye-bye. 
 
BW:  Thank you. Good night. 
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EDUCATED CLASS 3 

THE EVOLUTION OF CHARACTER 
 
BROOKE WARNER:  Welcome, everyone, to The Evolution of Character. We’re very much 
looking forward to hearing about how Tara unpacks her various characters and hoping that this 
will be very helpful to all of you as you think about character development and who you’re 
putting on the page. 
 
Did anything stand out to you, Linda Joy, in preparing for today’s class? 
 
LINDA JOY MYERS:  Well, I just love the idea of tracking character development and the arcs 
that we’re doing today. I hope everyone enjoys it because it’s the stuff we need to think about 
when we’re writing our books. Welcome to class, everyone. 
 
BW:  Let’s dive in then. We’re going to start by talking about you. Obviously, in a memoir, you 
are your protagonist. You are the protagonist of the book, and that’s an important aspect of 
character development. I think most memoirists do a pretty good job of developing their own 
character because they’re so focused on themselves as a character and their development, so 
that’s perfect. But I think Tara does a particularly good job with all of this because she does 
show the progression of how she changes over the course of her journey, and a memoir is all 
about transformation.  
 
You do have to transform as the protagonist. Something needs to happen. You need to be 
different from who you were when you started the book. By the time you get to the end in a 
coming-of-age story like the one Tara’s written, obviously you’re a different person because 
you grow up. She starts the book when she’s something like seven or eight years old, I think, 
and by the time she’s done she’s practically to the present, in her 20s. That is an inherent 
change that happens if you’re growing up. For some of you who are not writing coming-of-age 
and you’re entering from an adult place and finishing in an adult place, then your 
transformation might look a little different. 
 
I want to track some of the ways that she characterizes herself, and I think these are just 
interesting things to look at. I didn’t note the page numbers on these slides because I’m going 
to track a lot of little different things. If you need to reference them again later on, you can re-
listen to the recording.  
 
Tara identifies with her family early on, and I think that’s one thing that’s really important to 
see in coming-of-age, and most coming-of-age memoirs do that particularly well, particularly 
when it’s set against dysfunction like this. You can see Mary Karr doing that in The Liars Club, 
and you see Jeannette Walls doing that in The Glass Castle. She’s showing how she’s on her  
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parents’ side, and she describes herself as semi-feral in some of the things she’s doing; she’s 
showcasing herself as belonging to her family. When her grandma, for instance, on pages 6 and 
7, suggests that she take her away with them to Arizona, she is aligning with her dad. Whether 
it’s out of fear or necessity, that begs the question, but on page 7 she says: 
 

“He’ll notice I’m gone for sure if the cows break through the fence looking for water.” 
 
Then she says: 
 
 “I didn’t sleep that night. I sat on the kitchen floor and watched the hours tick by.” 
 
Of course she doesn’t end up going. Part of this is about how she’s aligning, I think particularly 
with her father, but you could argue both. 
 
Another place is when she goes with her mother to a birth, and she explains the experience she 
has of watching that. All of these moments are little moments of her character development. I 
thought there’s an interesting scene in Chapter 3, which is called Cream Shoes. She is basically 
talking about the fact that her mother, and when they go to church. She says: 
 

“If you were Grandma’s daughter, we’d have been up at the crack of dawn preening 
your hair. Then the rest of the morning would be agonizing over which shoes, the white 
or the cream, would give the right impression.” 

 
Then she says: 
 
 “Mother’s face twists into an ugly smile.“ 
 
Then down page 25, she says: 
 

“With the dress on, I turn to the mirror and sand away the crusty dirt around my 
neckline, thinking how lucky Mother is to have escaped a world in which there was an 
important difference between white and cream, and where such questions might 
consume a perfectly good morning, a morning that might otherwise be spent plundering 
Dad’s junkyard with Luke’s goat.” 

 
What I want to point your attention to is the alignment. Early on, before she knows better, 
she’s aligning herself with her parents and her mother. When she says, “…thinking how lucky 
Mother is to have escaped a world…” she’s saying, I don’t have to do that. That’s not who we 
are. We’re not sophisticated. We don’t have to worry about etiquette. There are lots of other 
places in which she shows those kinds of things and it’s through the lens of herself at that age. 
Sometimes alternately, she shows things that she knows now to be different. 
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I’m going to jump around a little bit. For instance, in the BYU scene, which I used before, she’s 
talking about staring at herself in the mirror. Granted she’s older at this point, but she says: 
 

“The first thing I noticed was my men’s jeans and how they were nothing like the jeans 
the other girls wore.” 

 
She says: 
 

“The second thing I noticed is that my shirt is too large, and it made me seem more 
square than I was.” 

 
One of the ways she tracks her differences, too, and who she is, is by the clothes she wears, and 
you see this throughout. She has to wear this bulging sweater when she goes to the ballet 
recital because it’s modest, and it’s the teacher who buys all these bulging sweaters, and then 
all the other girls wear them as well. There are all these moments of modesty where she is, yes, 
modest, but also clearly not fitting in with her peers once she gets to BYU and certainly later at 
Cambridge when she learns to be more sophisticated.  
 
The other thing I think she does, which is really powerful, is show herself through Charles’s 
eyes, and there are moments when she does this where she shows their lack of sophistication 
through his eyes. On page 89, she says: 
 

“I imagined Charles inviting me to his house, to play a game or watch a movie, and felt a 
rush of pleasure. But when I pictured Charles visiting Buck’s Peak, I felt something else, 
something like panic. What if he found the root cellar? What if he discovered the fuel 
tank? Then I understood, finally, what the rifle was for.” 

 
She goes on to talk about imagining Charles climbing the hill to the house and watching his 
approach through the crosshairs. She doesn’t feel safe, and she shows how she has this 
somewhat normal friend in town and the way in which Charles sees her, and this continues on 
into college. It’s actually a device she uses, and I think it’s really powerful how Charles sees her 
because way farther on page 175 Charles does finally go to her house, if you remember, and he 
says: 
 
 “Does your house always smell like that?” 
 “Like what?” 
 “Like rotted plants.” 
 I shrugged. 

“You must have smelled it,” he said. “It was strong. I’ve smelled it before. On you. You 
always smell of it. Hell, I probably do, too, now.” He sniffed his shirt. I was quiet. I hadn’t 
smelled anything.” 
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I guess I want to point out that you all can do this yourself with secondary characters. I think 
that Charles being a witness to her life is one of the ways that she portrays its abnormality, 
because Charles is also there in a scene when Shawn shoves her head in the toilet. Then she 
comes out and she is laughing and hysterical. This is on page 189: 
 

“Tears streamed from my eyes…but I kept cackling. Shawn stood in the doorway looking 
awkward. 

 “Are you okay?” Charles kept saying. 
“Of course I am! Shawn is so, so, so—funny.” My voice strangles on the last work as I put 
weight on my foot and a wave of pain swept through me.” 

 
He witnesses this and then he leaves. There’s something powerful about a third party 
witnessing the chaos and dysfunction of her household because what she’s doing here is she’s 
assuming the reader is going to relate to that third party. She’s giving you this access into the 
things that were so normal in her family that they almost got overlooked. It’s an actual device 
and a way to develop you, the primary character, through the lens of another character. I want 
to encourage all of you to try that. She doesn’t do it too often, but in the moment she does it, 
it’s because if it was told through her own eyes it wouldn’t be nearly as powerful. There’s 
something about the shock and dismay and sometimes even rudeness of Charles’s reactions 
that show the reader the total outlandishness of Tara’s upbringing.  
 
Those are some things to look at and maybe some ways in which you can all incorporate the 
development of you as a character. The final point is that she does show what she didn’t know 
then from the new person she has become today. We’ll talk about that more next week 
because we’ll talk about time and how she inserts her present narrator sitting at the keyboard 
talking about things that she didn’t know then. I think it’s helpful because all memoirists 
struggle with how to enter into the stream, so to speak, but there are lots of examples in which 
she does that, and you can certainly do that as well. 
 
LJM:  She really does that a lot, and that’s a device she uses all the way through. I’m going to be 
talking about some of that as well.  
 
When we write a memoir, we have the challenge of how do we somehow show how and when 
and what frame we show who people are, particularly the parental figures or grandparental 
figures if they’re included, which they are in this book; what kind of description, what kind of 
action? People are shown in various ways, so looking at the arc is an interesting thing to do, 
how were parents were described earlier and what were the particular ways she described 
them, so we’re going to do a little reading here about it. 
 
One of the things that I try to do is summarize for myself how did I feel about the mother’s 
character at the beginning and how did my feelings change as a reader as I kept reading. At the 
beginning it seemed like the mother was fairly benign, wounded. She was certainly insecure.  
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There were these moments very early on where she’s a midwife and something’s happened, a 
problem with some of the women she was midwifing. Then she didn’t have the security to feel 
like she could do that and so she creates an alliance with Tara around that. It also showed that 
Tara wasn’t treated like a person who had her own set of choices, and she was being shaped 
into being like her mother, and Tara does come back and talk about this a few times 
throughout. She would be expected to be a midwife and an herbalist and get married and stay 
on the mountain and have babies. That was going to be her life. Early on, Tara says that this is 
the way life is. She certainly didn’t know any different, so we’re seeing the mother through that 
young Tara’s eyes.  
 
The mother, I thought of her in mythical ways, too. She was like the nurturing, healing angel 
figure, and also Tara painted the picture very well of the survivalist world: the canning of the 
peaches, burying them, carrying weapons. That is described very well. That does show both her 
parents’ characters, both her father and her mother, and how strongly they believe in that, and 
then that whole idea is that against what really did happen at Y2K, which was nothing. That was 
part of the father’s characterization. It showed that when he didn’t have this, “I’m going to fight 
the world and win,” he went into a depression. 
 
I’m going to bring you to a few specifics of the early years with her mother. The mother was a 
pleaser, is one of the things we learn early on. On page 27 she actually says this. In this part she 
names her father Gene and names her mother Faye, which later I totally forgot they had 
names. Instead of saying “my mother,” when she wasn’t her mother, she called her Faye before 
she was married, before she was who she was. After she had children and been married, she 
was Faye and he was Gene. 
 
Brooke, I don’t know if you notice it sometimes, but in books where people are writing about 
their parents and grandparents, if they say, “my mother,” and the mother is 10-years-old, it 
gets a little confusing. 
 
BW:  I like that she had that delineation. I have seen other memoirs do that before, yes. 
 
LJM:  Me, too. She wasn’t a mother yet. In the middle of page 27, she says: 
 

“In the valley, Faye tried to stop her ears against the constant gossip of a small town, 
whose opinions pushed in through the windows and crept under the doors. Mother 
often described herself as a pleaser: she said she couldn’t stop herself from speculating 
what people wanted her to be, and from contorting herself. Compulsively, unwillingly, 
into whatever it was. Living in her respectable house in the center of town, crowded by 
four other houses, each so near anyone could peer through the windows and whisper a 
judgment, Faye felt trapped.” 
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Later, it felt good to be on that mountain with nobody around her. Nobody was sitting there 
ready to judge her.  
 
I liked how Tara—this is still on the mother here—described how she saw her grandmother. 
This is on page 30, in the middle, and she talks about how the grandmother over in town died 
three years ago at age 86: 
 

“I didn’t know her well. All those years I was passing in and out of her kitchen, and she 
never told me what it had been like for her, watching her daughter shut herself away, 
walled in by phantoms and paranoias. 

 
“When I picture her now I conjure a single image, as if my memory is a slide projector 
and the tray is stuck. She’s sitting on a cushioned bench. Her hair pushes out of her head 
in tight curls…” 

 
She goes on and she says: 
 

“That smile haunts me. It was constant, the only eternal thing, inscrutable, detached 
and dispassionate.” 

 
I thought that was interesting that she used that idea of a picture. 
 
Now I’m going to back to the father’s character. The father, on page 26, “…the way Mother tells 
it,” and I like the way she grounds who is presenting what point of view here. 
 

“…the way Mother tells it, back then Dad was bursting with energy, laughter and 
panache. He drove a baby-blue Volkswagen Beetle, wore outlandish suits cut from 
colorful fabrics, and showcased a thick, fashionable mustache.” 

 
We get this idea of this man that later we can’t really quite see how that is.  
 
The mother’s strength is another theme all the way through, and on page 33 she highlights that 
strength, and the father is talking about how the mother is so strong: 
 

“Dad had always believed passionately in Mother’s herbs, but that night felt different, 
like something inside him was shifting, a new creed taking hold. Herbalism, he said, was 
a spiritual doctrine that separated the wheat from the tares, the faithful from the 
faithless. Then he used a word I had never heard before: the Illuminati.”  

 
Uh-oh. That starts to come along there and it developed into something else. 
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Throughout here the father, the fear of time. It was 8:55. He actually admits—actually, it’s 
Tara’s point of view. In the middle she says: 
 
 “Dad lived in fear of time. He felt it stalking him. I could see it in the worried glances he 
 gave the sun as it moved across the sky.” 
 
Then she connects the movement of the sun and time and work and how he has to work all the 
time. 
 
I know I’m taking a little bit of extra time here to look at even the turning point moments here 
very briefly that would be very helpful for us to think about. There are these various points in 
looking at how she laid out what happened and the significance of each one in each event, 
Shawn, two injuries; Luke burned; the father is burned from the car accident; and the father’s 
destructiveness. These are all moments where the family is drawn together, and the rules that 
we talked about are enacted. When you get to think about what role is Tara supposed to have, 
and she does think about this and the expectation in those scenes are there under rules of the 
family, like we talked about last week, and each incident seemed to be followed. For instance, 
in at least one of the ones with Shawn, she is supposed to take Shawn home, and she decides 
to break the rules and take Shawn to the hospital. That’s a significant turning point.  
 
The mother is the healer all the way through, and she gets to be so strongly a healer that the 
whole house is taken up with it. You get to see the evolution of the mother developing her 
strength that her husband approves of and also likes—he tells everyone to just take every 
person to Mother and she will fix them. It also happens to him where she, to some degree, 
heals his burns. Whether that makes sense or not, I found that very painful to read and think 
about. 
 
In the middle of the book Tara is allowed to go to school, but she still has to do the dangerous 
work at home. What we see the roles are still there. She’s observing it to the father and 
everyone and the culture throughout that time, so we see her wear one hat at school. She even 
talks about her different worlds—I found an extra moment here—to mention. She’s taking the 
ACT test and she doesn’t know how to take it, and she tries; she does her best. She said: 
 

“I felt stupid, but more than stupid, I felt ridiculous. The other students calmly filled in 
their answers. It seemed absurd that I had thought I could score in the top 15%. That 
was their world. I stepped into overalls and returned to mine.”  

 
You see how she keeps making these transitions between worlds. Later I’m going to talk about 
her developmental arc, but by the end of the book this is part of the character development we 
see: the mother’s clear betrayal of Tara, how she rewrote history and denied the father’s and 
brothers’ abuse of them. How could you not see this, is what I thought, but Tara shows us how 
it is that her mother couldn’t and wouldn’t see these things. Then, at the very end, even when  



 

 8 

 
we might have had a bit of hope slightly before the end with this blessing scene, that maybe the 
mother at least might find a way to forgive Tara and welcome her back. No. So that’s the 
conclusion of the arc is that Tara is left alone. Brooke, anything to add? 
 
BW:  It’s so much to track. It’s interesting. You can certainly take this exercise and do it for the 
different characters or do it for a whole book. I think it’s a really good exercise to track memoirs 
in general so if you have a favorite memoir, it could be really helpful to go back and do this, just 
specifically the character development. When we put together a class like this, often it’s 
because of the things people are generally not doing well as we see in our long courses. 
Character is one of those things I think sometimes writers take it for granted. They don’t realize 
the extent to which they need to develop their characters, and particular characters can just 
read so flat sometimes. I do a lot of assessments where I read whole memoirs and I give 
feedback. I would say almost always I’m reacting to a main character who’s underdeveloped. 
It’s just really powerful to pay attention to this stuff. 
 
We’re going to talk about writing about violence and abuse, and we put this in character 
development because obviously there is violence and abuse in this book, and because so many 
people have violence and abuse in their own writing and in their own stories. Of course, that’s 
difficult. It’s not easy to write about abuse. It can be hard for readers to read about abuse. It 
can be very difficult for you as the author to write abuse because it can actually retrigger 
trauma.  
 
We wanted to include this in the character development because it is something that is 
happening to you as a character, so it’s important to take a look and see how Tara did it. Also, 
we give this advice in our long course, the six-month course, but it bears saying here, which is 
that it’s important to write violence and abuse scenes in limited stretches. Linda Joy teaches 
not to write more than 20 minutes at a time. It might even need to be less than that depending 
on how traumatic the scene is, but there’s no question that some of these scenes Tara writes 
are profoundly disturbing and difficult to read for sure.  
 
The things that happen to her are difficult. Shawn is one kind of abusive character because he is 
a physical abuser, and there are these things that happen to him, but one of the things that I 
felt in reading and finishing the book was that her father was as dangerous in some ways 
because of the decisions he made, the things that he put in front of them: his unpredictability, 
his horrible choices. Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly is that he doesn’t believe 
Tara. When she confronts him about Shawn’s abuse and behavior, her truth is denied. That’s a 
form of violence. There are lots of ways in which violence is being perpetrated on Tara, so I just 
wanted to point out these various ways so that you all can see that as well. I’ll go through my 
points and then we can go onto some of the examples, but the actual abuse scenes are way 
slowed down, which we can take a look at.  
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Those are the ones about Shawn’s physical abuse. She shows the effects of trauma on the 
family from her father’s abusive behavior, and as I say, it’s not necessarily physical. Some of it is 
just his hasty and dangerous decisions and what that looks like. Then, what happens when 
Charles witnesses the abuse—I just read that in the last section—but when Charles witnesses 
the abuse, that’s actually a pretty powerful scene. I think it bears going back and reading it 
because one of the things she’s very effective in doing there is talking about herself because  
 
she then perpetuates the abuse onto him because he witnessed it, and that’s a common 
dynamic. He doesn’t stay for supper, and then at the end of the scene on page 189, it says: 
 

“If someone had asked me, I’d have said Charles was the most important thing in the 
world to me. But he wasn’t. And I would prove it to him. What was important to me 
wasn’t love or friendship, but my ability to lie convincingly to myself: to believe I was 
strong. I could never forgive Charles for knowing I wasn’t.” 

 
She goes on to say: 
 
 “I became erratic, demanding, hostile. I devised a bizarre and ever-evolving rubric 
 by which I measured his love for me…” 
 
She goes on and on. She does not paint herself in a flattering way, and yet it’s so relatable. 
When someone sees you that intimately and sees something that you don’t want them to see 
and then the punishment that happens, she is perpetuating the abuse cycle. So you have that 
awareness as really powerful, and if all of you can bring in all that awareness into your own 
writing, it’s not flattering and it’s not meant to be. You don’t always have to be flattering to 
yourself and, in fact, not being flattering to yourself is a real skill set. The trauma of betrayal 
and denial is a form of abuse. What you see, like when her sister sends her the letter, that’s a 
horrible moment for her. She’s so devastated by that moment, and she writes that she can 
barely go on. It’s just something to look at that’s powerful. 
 
Let’s look at some of the examples here. Some of these are the physical abuse perpetrated by 
Shawn. I already read the one about Charles witnessing, so we won’t repeat that one. At the 
bottom of page 115: 
 

“I awoke with needles in my brain. Thousands of them, biting, blocking out everything. 
Then they disappeared for one dizzying moment and I got my bearings.” 

 
I encourage you guys after class tonight to read these scenes: 
 
 “Two hands were gripping my throat, and they’d been shaking me.” 
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Although we’re certainly talking about character evolution tonight, these moments are 
showing, they’re not telling the reader, oh, I got abused. My brother was physically abusive 
with me. These are in the moment, really intense scenes that unfortunately we feel alongside 
her, and what makes this book so arresting is that she’s willing to bring the reader into these 
traumatic moments. Yes, they’re hard to read, but I also think they encapsulate just how bad it 
was for her and some of these low moments that we experience alongside her make us better 
champions along the journey as she figures it all out. 
 
On page 119 she says: 
 

“When I awoke the next morning, my neck was bruised and my wrist swollen. I had a 
headache—not an ache in my brain but an actual aching of my brain, as if the organ 
itself was tender.” 

 
She goes on to show this. She is truly in this horrible, abusive situation with her brother, and as 
I said, her dad just being like, “Well, where is the evidence?” In some ways this book is really 
bearing witness to what happened to her, and I think she needed to do that for her sanity. Then 
the Shear scene that Linda Joy talked about, but this scene, too, with her dad is scary as shit. It’s 
page 139 and he says: 
 
 “Come here, Tara.” 
 I didn’t move. 
 “Get over here,” he said. 

I stepped forward slowly, not blinking, watching the Shear as if it might attack. Luke’s 
blood was still on the blade. Dad picked up a six-foot length of angle iron and handed 
me the end.” 

 
It goes on and on. You can reread it, but it’s so crazy. This is absolutely abuse, this moment 
when he’s putting his daughter in a literal deadly situation as a test. You clearly wonder about 
his mental health in that scene, and I think it’s a powerful one to see how she does that 
because she stays in the moment. She doesn’t try to psychoanalyze him. She just shows her 
fear. It’s later on that she unpacks his bipolar. I think that’s very helpful that she doesn’t try to 
do it then. She saves that for when she’s in school.  
 
LJM:  I’ll go into that if you want. 
 
BW:  Perfect. Keep that in mind when you’re listening to Linda Joy talking about the bipolar 
stuff because when she unpacks that in school is when you’re, like, oh, all the pieces are 
beginning to fall together and make sense. For pages 194 and 195, I won’t get into that too 
much because we already went into that in detail in the last two classes, but that’s the really 
intense abuse scene when Shawn drives her across the parking lot. You guys will remember, but 
reread it to show how slowly she unravels it. That’s what I’m wanting to point out here.  
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The takeaway from what I’m trying to convey to you is about slowing down these scenes but, of 
course, when you slow them down you are reliving them in excruciating detail. If you are 
writing about sexual abuse or rape or any other really intense trauma, I just want to say be 
gentle, take care of yourself, do not write it all at once, be in a writing group, be in therapy. It 
can be very triggering, and we have had people get sick in our classes. This comes from true 
experience of how difficult it is to write these scenes. Ultimately, I think they are very healing, 
but I think they are very retriggering in the moment. 
 
On page 271, there is where she says: 
 
 “I had never heard Mother admit that Dad might be mentally ill. Years before, I had told 
 her what I’d learned in my psychology class…”  
 
Again, she’s unpacking this, and this is still writing about violence and abuse because she’s 
coming full circle into her understanding about it and that is part of closing the circle. But you 
don’t have to do that right in the moment. Right after the Shear scene, for instance, she doesn’t 
have to unpack the bipolar. It’s rewarding that it comes at a later stage in the game. 
 
My final example here is on page 283 because this is another scene with Shawn, but let’s 
remember that there are many scenes like this. In here he threatens her. He doesn’t actually do 
physical violence to her, but he says: 
 
 “You talk much to Audrey?” 

“Not really,” I said. 
He seemed to relax, then he said, “Audrey is a lying piece of shit.” 
I looked away, fixing my eyes on the Church spire, visible against the light from the stars. 
“I’d put a bullet in her head,” Shawn said, and I felt his body shift toward me. 
“But I don’t want to waste a good bullet on a worthless bitch.” 

 
Then she moves into coping mode.: 
 

“It was crucial that I not look at him. As long as I kept my eyes on the spire, I almost 
believed he couldn’t touch me. Almost.” 

 
She’s traumatized. She already knows her brother well enough, and this is a traumatic 
reenacting of their dynamic. It’s just very well-written to show the control that he has, which is 
so sickening, but I think she unpacks an incredible amount of character dynamics when she 
writes about the abuse and the violence. That’s what I want you guys to pay attention to. It’s 
not just about her experience; it’s also about her interaction with her brother and how the two 
of them fall into their roles that they’re both very familiar with. It’s good, good writing. 
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LJM:  Fantastic. Hard to read it at times, but part of what they talk about in memoir classes and 
discussions is unfortunately a little bit much of current conversation—do we believe this 
person? Part of how we believe and know they lived it is through the detail they offer.  
 
BW:  True. 
 
LJM:  I’m going to go over this quickly because I want to stick with a few examples in the next 
slide, but here we have the arc again. We have her development, and you can track it and you 
do track it all the way through. A lot of times people in memoir workshops and in fiction, too, 
start with what is the regular world? What is the world before there is transformation? We get 
that. We have her regular world. We have a survivalist belief in community. Again, we talked 
about her role as a girl, a young girl, and then an older child, how she needs to be subservient 
and obedient. It is well laid out, out of fear and early on, I think out of respect and some fear, 
but it gets to be a lot about fear as the thing goes on. 
 
Then there are these moments of escape, and you can track those: when she started learning 
algebra. Another one is on page 127, I noticed, is when she learned trigonometry, and you go 
oh, she’s getting serious. I don’t think I could learn trigonometry the way she did. She must be 
brilliant. Then how she learned how to study for the exam, and part of her turning points for 
escape were her brothers Tyler and Richard. Those boys are free to do more of what they want 
because they’re boys and they’re big influences on her. Tyler teaches her things that she didn’t 
know and teaches her how to study, helps her with some of the math stuff.  
 
Richard’s always reading, so Richard is downstairs reading the encyclopedia from beginning to 
end, which is quite impressive. Interestingly, the parents allow them to do that. I was a little 
surprised that at times—I think it was Richard—“Look, I have reading to do. I’ll be with you 
later. I was expecting to get knocked across the room,” but he had a little room there to do 
that. The other brother, part of her arc of descent—there is arc of rising and the arc of 
descent—and they are woven all the way through: rising and descent, rising and descent, 
descent into fear and danger and abuse and that patriarchal world that steals her voice and 
steals her right to be an actual person. Their obvious ignorance is going to be keeping her there, 
and I have a quote on that on page 180. She’s talking about Shawn: 
 
 “I did not think of my brother as that person…” 

“…the person from whom freedom had to be wrested.”  
 

She didn’t think that yet.  
   

“But something had shifted nonetheless. I had started on a path of awareness, had 
perceived something elemental about my brother, my father, myself. I had discerned 
the ways in which we had been sculpted by  tradition given to us by others, a tradition 
of which we were either willfully or accidentally ignorant.” 
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She’s talking about how that’s a moment of waking up on page 180. Middle of the book, 
learning about the other world through taking the exam, going to BYU and seeing how little she 
knew about being a civilized person in the eyes of other people in society and her own. She 
realizes it, how studying and learning opened her eyes. There was that particular scene about 
she didn’t know what the Holocaust was, which is a fairly serious thing not to know about at 
that age and what that did to her to realize that at Cambridge, a world beyond America, not  
 
only beyond the mountain, but America itself. In that middle section there’s more about 
Shawn’s abuse and family denial, which continues all the way to the end. Could I have the next 
slide, Brooke? 
 
This bipolar thing, I’m going to focus on that for a minute. She first understands that she’s 
grown up with a belief system that didn’t work. On page 208, when she became familiar with 
the real story of the Weavers and the shooting and the FBI the father had used as a way to keep 
them afraid and in a survivalist world. She goes on and talks about she’s learning that he had 
lied. She says at the top of page 210: 
 

“For one bitter moment, I thought Dad had lied. Then I remembered the fear on his 
face, the heavy rattling of his breath, and I felt certain that he’d really believed we were 
in danger. I reached for some explanation. And strange words came to mind, words I’d 
learned only minutes before: paranoia, mania, delusions of grandeur and persecution. 
And finally the story made sense—the one on the page, and the one that had lived in 
me through childhood.” 

 
She goes on: 
 
 “I became obsessed with bipolar disorder.” 
 
Then she goes on to how she tried to talk with her professor about that. That starts something 
that then is picked up later. 
 
Another example of her arc is on pages 242 and 243, and this is where she’s at Cambridge. 
She’s having a conversation with a professor and she says: 
 
 “This is a magical place,” I said. “Everything shines here.” 

“You must stop yourself from thinking like that,” Dr. Kerry said….”You are not fool’s 
gold, shining only under a particular light. Whomever you become, whatever you make 
yourself into, that is who you always were. It was always in you. Not in Cambridge. In 
you. You are gold.” 

 
Wow! That’s so amazing, an incredible seed to plant in her so that she can harvest it later. 
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Some more awareness of truth evolves and really the end builds up to such an amazing set of 
moments. On page 287, she begins to really see the truth. This is after the whole thing with 
Shawn where he threatens her. It starts on page 287, and she talks about realizing, finally, that 
she has herself split into two parts, and then she says: 

 
“…the…girl, the one who was sixteen. She could handle this, I thought. She would not be 
afraid, like I was. She would not be hurt, like I was. She was a thing of stone…”  

“I did not yet understand that it was this fact of being tender—of having lived 
some years of a life that allowed tenderness—that would, finally, save me.” 

 
Whoa! That really blew my mind. A couple of more brief examples and then we’ll have time for 
some questions. On gambling for redemption—this is a couple of lines on page 304—she said: 
 

“If I yielded now I would lose more than an argument. I would lose custody of my own 
mind. What my father wanted to cast from me wasn’t a demon: it was me.” 

 
And the very end is—you all read it. Read the last chapter again because it’s very, very brief, 
and she’s saying: 
 

“You could call this selfhood. You could call it many things. Transformation. 
Metamorphosis. Falsity. Betrayal. I call it an education.” 

 
She brings it all home at the end. 
 
BW:  It’s such a great full-circle moment, and tracking her education it’s clear that it’s so much 
more than an education. It’s obviously not just an academic education. It’s a transformation 
and it’s such a simple and multi-faceted and good title. 
 
LJM:  In so many ways. 
 
BW:  Good stuff. Thank you. Let’s see what questions are coming in. B. is asking about how to 
slow down in abuse scenes when the pain keeps prodding to hurry up and get out of there. 
Good question. What do you think, Linda Joy? 
 
LJM:  Something which I used was to make a list. If it’s too painful to write in prose, shorten 
everything down, either make a list or write a poem, and just list events very dispassionately or 
list what happened or what you didn’t think about or what you didn’t want to have happen. 
You can come around the back door of it, and only do it for three minutes or five minutes. Don’t 
do a long exercise. See if it helps. Sometimes you just have to wait, but if you’re waiting to 
finish your memoir because you haven’t done all this, there’s a day when you go whoa, I have 
to do something. You can start with small bits and see what you can do. 
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BW:  It reminds me when we taught The Glass Castle. We did a whole thing on dispassion 
because that was one thing that struck me so much in her book that she was dispassionate and 
what does it mean to be dispassionate. Part of what it means is to be able to show this stuff 
without making the reader feel sorry for you or they somehow need to come in and protect  
you, but instead they just feel it themselves. Not that I don’t feel sorry for Tara, but you know 
what I mean.  
 
You don’t want your reader to feel necessarily protective. Instead, you just are showing them 
straight up this is what happened and not the dispassionate stuff. It’s not easy to do because 
people have strong feelings and even vendettas where they want to showcase someone for 
being so evil. You can see what Tara does in this book even with Shawn and her dad in 
particular. The connection she has with Shawn—I forget what they call each other—Little Sister. 
There’s a nickname that he has for Little Sister. Tara wants to humanize them so that they’re 
not only these monstrous abusers, but they’re complicated characters.  
 
LJM:  Yes, but they’re always dangerous. The thing of it was is that we see how she didn’t see 
danger and then she learned to see it. 
 
BW:  Right, absolutely. But she continues to distrust herself through the whole book, and that’s 
one thing I really appreciated about her reflection. A lot of the reflection that she does in the 
aftermath of abuse scenes is how she dissociates. She doesn’t call it dissociation, but that’s 
certainly what she’s doing, the self-protection that she has learned over the years. This is why I 
said talking about violence and abuse is that you guys have to have the self-awareness—I 
appreciate what you’re saying.  
 
She’s saying how do you write cold when the experience is so hot? I think what Linda Joy said, 
writing in small increments of five minutes and then really asking yourself in a freewrite, not 
part of your memoir, but instead like in a journal, how did I react? Where was I then? What 
were my psychological reactions to this? It does require you to understand both yourself and 
human nature in such a powerful way, and I think that’s the astuteness of Educated that I found 
so powerful that she was able to unpack all this stuff about herself in a way that was, like I said, 
dispassionate. She’s not defending herself. She’s just putting it out there and trying to make 
sense of it even though it’s a hot potato. 
 
J. asks: One of the character arcs I wanted to see more of was Tara’s relationships with friends, 
how those changed as she became educated, and she feels this was glossed over. 
 
LJM:  I thought she was protecting them or something. We didn’t learn how she learned to have 
normal relationships with men, and Nick became her boyfriend and clearly they were together 
and traveling together, staying together. But, you know, that’s choices we make. I bet she had a 
reason, so we don’t get to know that. 
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BW:  When she’s growing up she doesn’t really have that many friends other than Charles, and 
he certainly plays a prominent role in the book. I feel like she gave all the friend energy to 
Charles, and he was maybe almost representative or symbolic of other friendships perhaps. But 
then she’s so awkward at BYU. She does have that friend, Vanessa, who seems to try to help 
her, but my sense is that she was such a fish out of water that she doesn’t really have friends 
until she gets to Cambridge. 
 
LJM:  She clearly has a more normal life after that. Sometimes I think we need to think about 
what are the boundaries of how much we’re going to show and reveal about our personal lives. 
She revealed so much. I did notice that she didn’t talk—we want to know. Tell us more about 
Nick. How did you learn to be in a relationship? I wanted to know that, but I just thought well, 
she isn’t going to do that, here at least. She’s doing this other thing that’s very much her focus, 
which is how did I learn how to be in this other world? How did I transform? You can’t include 
everything. It’s already a long book. 
 
BW:  Right. Sometimes those are choices you have to make for the space and what can fit in a 
single book and make some hard choices. 
 
B. is asking—Well, this is the book you have to write, Linda Joy. It says: Do you have a book or a 
website that helps us walk through writing abuse that happened to us that asks the questions 
that you’re asking? 
 
LJM:  I do write about this in the book, The Power of Memoir: Writing Your Healing Story, which 
is available everywhere, and I do take people through various steps: the turning points, learning 
how to write the dark and the light stories, learning how to take care of yourself, as well as 
technical things on how to write scenes. I also go into how writing scenes is healing, but also 
how to take care of yourself and not re-wound yourself. There are also stories in that book 
written by other regular people who found a way to write their healing story, so you can read 
some of their stories and see what they did. In Magic of Memoir, our book that we edited 
together, people talk a lot about this very topic. 
 
BW:  That’s right. There are some amazing essays in there that I think are truly helpful. 
 
G. is asking: In Class One we mentioned the heroine’s journey, and is there any reference for 
that? I’ve seen hero’s journey but not heroine’s. 
 
 It’s the same journey. There is nothing different. It’s just that we like to call it the heroine’s 
journey. So many classic stories are the hero’s journey and it’s a way that women get to claim 
that for themselves after all of these countless years of men owning that story. Eat Pray Love is 
a heroine’s journey, certainly. Elizabeth Gilbert has talked about that, that she explicitly wrote it 
that way. I think lots and lots of memoirs are a heroine’s journey because as the protagonist, 
you’re crossing a threshold. There’s a point of no return. You encounter the obstacles along the  
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way and you come back to the world with your gifts. That’s it. I think 80 percent of memoir, 
probably, is exactly that. You might want to look at that, too, in terms of your own 
transformation. What are you bringing back? What are your awarenesses? 
 
LJM:  Some people talk about how it’s so linear, so some people have a different structure that 
they look at like in terms of circular stories and all that, but it is the model that Brooke just  
talked about that is very common. We do see it just naturally unfold. It’s not like somebody 
made up a bunch of stuff here. It naturally unfolds, and I think having a consciousness of it 
helps you have a little bit of structure so that you can impose on your own life that you live, 
which is at times overwhelming to think about. 
 
BW:  Yes, absolutely. This is important stuff, and Linda Joy has often been talking about writing 
healing specifically, so I think this is good evidence that it’s needed, how to write through your 
journey and questions of healing and stuff. I will say for those of you who are struggling with 
this stuff that the memoirists who we know and work with and who have been in our class and 
who have done this work and come out the other side, it really is healing. It can be triggering in 
that moment, but if you let yourself be with the process and rewrite your story, so to speak, 
that’s available to you. 
 
LJM:  Empowerment and the whole idea of breaking silence. If you get on our website 
newsletter list at namw.org, you’d get notices of our National Association of Memoir Writers. I 
do a program every year, and this November there’s going to be on the theme of breaking 
silence and writing the emotional truth.  
 
BW:  Perfect. Yes, absolutely. Well, good. Thank you all so much. Next week we’re talking about 
time. This one, I think is such an important skill set, such an important craft point, especially if 
you’re covering a lot of time, especially if you have a nonchronological memoir and you’re 
playing around with time. I’m definitely looking forward to it, and we’ll see you next week for 
our final class. 
 
LJM:  Thank you all so much for being with us. See you next week. 
 
BW:  Thanks, everybody. Good night. 
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EDUCATED CLASS 4 

TIME! A DEEP DIVE INTO WHERE 
TO POSITION YOURSELF IN TIME 

 
 
BROOKE WARNER:  Hello, everybody. Welcome to Week 4. Hi, Linda Joy. 
 
LINDA JOY MYERS:  Hi, Brooke. Welcome everyone. Glad to have you back with us today. 
 
BW:  Here we are in our final class, and we’re going to be talking about time, which is such an 
important and always timely topic. We’re going to do a deep dive into where to position 
yourself. Obviously, we’re going to talk about Tara and how she handles time, and wherever 
possible guide how you all can be thinking about time in your own memoirs.  
 
LJM:  As you all know, if you’re reading memoir or any story, you’re always dealing with the fact 
of time: what is the now moment, what happened in that past that’s part of the story, and how 
things unfold from this now moment to the next one, to the next one, to the next one. 
Obviously, when we’re reading a memoir we’re reading a series of moments. We’ve talked 
about this before, the idea of turning points. One of the things we teach in our classes—in fact, 
this weekend I was at a book event and people were talking about some materials, Brooke, that 
you and I created that talk about turning points. They were telling me how helpful it was to be 
able to think about the most significant turning points of their lives as a way to get started, 
because otherwise they were just drowning in detail. It’s very easy, luckily, in Tara’s book to see 
these series of moments because she lays it out like that. It’s a chronological story, and so it 
goes from one moment in time, one scene, and one significant moment to another all the way 
through. We’ve already tracked some of that for you, and we have a few more specifics to show 
you today. 
 
What I noticed is that we experience the whole arc of the memoir, the unfolding of the 
beginning part, the middle part, and the ending part. I found it very satisfying at the end the 
way that she really grounded—and Brooke is going to talk more about some of that—the 
specifics of what she learned because it builds up in intensity toward the end of the book, 
which is often the case. She begins including the memories and stories she learns throughout, 
and we talked a little bit about through threads and the seeding of these themes in some of the 
other conversations we’ve had with you all. 
 
There are the early normal moments; we call them normal-ish. In other words, this is my life in 
my survivalist family. We have that early on: this is what we believe; this is what our father 
teaches us; this is how we’re different from other Mormons. There were specifics, including 
canning hundreds of jars of peaches and burying weapons or various things that make you early  
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on go, oh, my goodness. What possibly can happen here with this family? It’s both interesting 
and curious. Early on in the story she’s seeding the theme of learning by showing Tyler learning 
and Richard reading, and how she becomes curious, how Tyler teaches her a few things. Again, 
that’s early seeding that she might also be able to learn, but she’s dealing with the roles in the 
family. 
 
Then there are the psychological traps that are laid out in the belief system and in the 
characterization and the certain moments with Shawn, with the father, with the mother, that 
later build up to create the ultimate crash of her world very late in the book. At the end, we 
have the pain of this final birth process when she refuses the blessing and looks for redemption, 
and she has nightmares and so on. Basically, she’s in a state of dissociation and trauma, so by 
the time we get there with her we know exactly what is happening to her and why.  
 
I want to give a few examples here, and you can look at the arc I mentioned and see if that fits 
what you noticed and how you might think about all of it. If you’re writing your own story, how 
would you want to think about it? One of the things that helps us as readers and writers move 
from thing to another is our transitions, and they’re where the writer stops and lets us know 
that something new is happening. One of the ways Tara does this is to create line breaks, which 
are those bigger spaces you see on the pages. One example is on page 73. This whole section 
here is a transition into another set of circumstances that lead to her eventual escape. But in 
the middle of page 73 she says: 
 
 “For eighteen years I never thought of that day, not in any probing way.” 
 
She’s talking about Luke’s accident. 
 

“The few times my reminiscing carried me back to that torrid afternoon, what I 
remembered first was the belt.” 

 
Then she goes on to say: 
 
 “Now, at age twenty-nine, I sit down to write, to reconstruct the incident from  
 the echoes and shouts of a tired memory.” 
 
She’s looking at inconsistencies, and we talked a lot about this, she’s very careful, and we’re 
going to talk about that more again today. She’s very careful about what she says and how she 
presents things as if she’s going to have a quiz on how accurate it is later. But she’s also had her 
truth and her trust so profoundly attacked that we can certainly forgive that of her in this book 
in case we even questioned it.  
 
It was fun for me and for us to think about the positive moments of change: the algebra, the 
ACT test when Tyler and her mother helped her, because we talked in one class about  
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having the dark and the light, and because there’s so much dark in the story, it’s even more 
important that there’s also light.  
 
It builds up from her local world of people seeding that she can learn and that she can be 
educated. I think some of the family members maybe thought it would be in a limited way even 
when her father let her be in a play, briefly, and even when her mother helped her with 
trigonometry or algebra. But then she has a larger world affect her, come in and really rock her 
world, as you might say. Her friend Charles, she talks about him being her first friend in the 
regular world; her experiences at BYU; how to live with people other than in the chaos of living 
at Buck’s Peak. There’s the bishop who helps her with the loan. He pushes and insists that she 
take this loan that she didn’t want to take, and the professors who see her potential and help 
her. All the way through someone is seeing her, not through the lens of who she was at Buck’s 
Peak, and that’s her problem and eventually she has to confront that.  
 
This whole idea about the dispassionate voice—I learned a long time ago that the more 
upsetting or difficult or emotional something is, the more you should write it cold. I didn’t 
understand that at the time, but this is what Tara does a lot. I have a couple of examples here. 
On page 211, it’s the first time in her life that she shouted at her father and she says this. She 
had submitted a paper on bipolar disorder, and she was trying to learn about her own self and 
her own family and understand them and understand her father. She saw the connection 
between what he would act like all these years and a possible diagnosis. She says: 
 
 “I visited Buck’s Peak the weekend after I submitted my paper. I had been home for 
 less than an hour when Dad and I got into an argument. He said I owed him for the car. 
 He really only mentioned it but I became crazed, hysterical.” 
 
She’s telling you this; she’s not showing it. 
 

“For the first time in my life I shouted at my father—not about the car, but about the 
Weavers. I was so suffocated by rage, my words didn’t come out as words but as 
choking, sputtering sobs. Why are you like this? Why did you terrify us like that? “ 

 
She puts it in indirect dialogue rather than have screaming on the page, and I think that’s very 
interesting to learn from. Then on page 285 there are other examples of this. Actually, she uses 
this technique of writing dispassionately quite a few times. A little further on her mother has 
withdrawn from her and is questioning her reality, as she continues to do, and she says: 
 

“There was a moment when I realized she would not speak, that she would sit there and 
say nothing, that I was alone. I tried to calm Dad but my voice trembled, cracked. Then I 
was wailing—sobs erupted from somewhere. Some part of me I had not felt in years, 
that I had forgotten existed. I thought I might vomit.” 
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She goes on like this and she talks about the two selves that she sees when she looks in the 
mirror, and this is done very dispassionately about a very emotional moment. You might look at 
what other places they appear in the story and how you might want to try that technique.  
 
BW:  I’m going to be talking about the question of anchoring time. Where are you in relation to 
previous scenes? I was glad I found this image because I think this really does visually talk about 
exactly what I’m trying to teach her, which is you have all these different threads of scenes and 
plot lines, and all of them are anchored to the turning points that you all are writing about in 
your memoirs.  
 
Big life events that happen in your memoir are moments that the reader remembers. They’re 
moments that the reader knows to orient toward, and so in Tara’s book there are lots of 
turning point moments, or even if they’re not necessarily identifiable to you as turning point 
moments, they’re memorable moments, like the various accidents or the dangerous situations 
that her father puts her into, all these dramatic abuse events. She’s doing what she should be 
doing, which is talking about things in relation to those big events that are happening.  
 
I’m going to talk about the ways to track time, and as I said here at the first bullet point, I think 
this is one of the most important skill sets you can have for tracking time—anchoring. I think a 
lot of times writers in general will feel that it’s repetitive somehow to say, “that night,” “the 
next day,” “a few days later,” “three months from then,” but it’s necessary. If you go through 
Tara’s book—and I’ve done this with other books as well, not just Educated—if you look at 
where new scenes begin, which is after a double line break, often it’s about time.  
 
If I’m opening to a given page, on page 49 she says: 
 
 “Weeks passed and it was full summer.” 
 
The next page: 
 
 “I awoke one morning in August…” 
 
On and on. If you look and see where she’s opening chapters and scenes, it’s often anchored in 
the passing of time. Many of you are probably already aware of that, but some of you may need 
to be more aware of it and also not worry so much about whether or not it’s going to be 
repetitive and realize that these kinds of moments are really important to the reader. I just 
gave a couple of examples, but there are an infinite number of examples of anchoring the 
reader in time in this most simple way. On page 118: 
 
 “That night, when I came home, Shawn was gone.” 
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The next page, 119: 
 
 “When I awoke the next morning…” 
 
Then on page 121: 
 
 “The next day I drove to the hardware store…” 
 
We’re thinking, okay, it’s still in the same week. We’re tracking her time. That’s the simplest 
way to handle this question of anchoring and feeling like the writer is carrying us along in a 
meaningful timeline. There are more examples—there are so many, but I chose a couple to give 
you a sense of what I’m talking about. This is a little bit more complex because instead of just 
saying, “that night,” “the next day,” and tracking us through time and space, now we’re using at 
least a slightly more complex idea about the envelope arriving three weeks later. In a previous 
scene she’s talking about her father sitting there. 
 
 “I look into his worn face. It hits me, a truth so powerful I don’t know why I’ve never 
understood it. The truth is this: I’m not a daughter. I’m a traitor, a wolf among sheep; there is 
something different about me and that difference is not good.” 
    
She’s having this interaction with her father. It ends on page 148: 
 
 “I am not sorry, merely ashamed.” 

“The envelope arrived three weeks later, just as Shawn was getting back on his feet.” 
 
She tells us that three weeks had passed since the scene where she’s feeling shame in front of 
her father. Then on the next page: 
 
 “Three days before I turned seventeen, Mother drove me to Utah to find an apartment.” 
 
We are definitely tracking Tara’s age, I would say more so when she’s younger. She does a 
really good job of tracking her age from the beginning of the book when she’s maybe eight 
years old, definitely until she leaves for college where she’s reiterating I’m ten, I’ve twelve, I’m 
fourteen, I’m fifteen. Again, I have never found that kind of thing to be particularly repetitive in 
my own reading of people’s memoirs because knowing where someone is and instead of just 
saying, “I was seventeen and,” she’s saying, “Three days before I turned seventeen. We’re 
saying okay, we’re tracking that time and we’re tracking how old she is.  
 
The final one, the most complex, is when we’re anchoring the reader in relation to scenes that 
you have already written. On the middle of page 177, the example is here where it says: 
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“The summer Shawn and I had worked the Shear, there’d been an afternoon when I’d 
wiped the sweat from my face so many times that, by the time we quit for supper, my 
nose and cheeks had been black.” That was the first time Shawn called me “Nigger.” The 
word was surprising but not unfamiliar.” 

 
She’s going to go into talking about how inappropriate this word is and how she didn’t know, 
but what she’s doing here is cross-referencing the Shear, which we all of course remember 
because it was so dramatic, and it’s on page 139. On page 139, when she’s working the Shear, 
as I said, she’s around age sixteen. We had read about it in previous classes so I won’t reiterate 
it here, but you guys remember that she was working on that horrible machine. She uses the 
Shear on page 177 to make a cross-reference. That’s what she’s doing there because she’s 
setting up that she didn’t know this horrible word, the “N” word, and that ends up happening 
when she goes to college and it comes to face her.  
 
She’s tying it back to that moment with the Shear. I love this. It is complex and you have to hold 
a lot of threads in order to do this, but I think it’s one of the most powerful ways to track time 
for the reader. It’s also very satisfying for the reader because what it’s doing is, as you’re 
moving along in time, you’re re-anchoring to moments that the reader has already read and 
you’re saying that thing that you’ve already read about. In this case she doesn’t tell us how 
many years ago it was. She might have said three years ago in the summer of the Shear because 
that also gives some time and space relation to these other big events that have happened in 
the past in relation to the present moment. 
 
Let’s look at another one on page 207, and here she says: 
 

“I had a thousand dollars in my bank account. It felt strange just to think that, let alone 
say it. A thousand dollars. Extra. That I did not immediately need. It took weeks for me 
to come to terms with this fact, but as I did, I began to experience the most powerful 
advantage of money…” 

 
She goes on to talk about it, and then in the third paragraph, I put this in, too, because it says: 
 
 “It was in this state that I first heard the term bipolar disorder.” 
 
She what she’s doing? It’s very interesting because she’s been tracking the money, if you all will 
remember. She didn’t want the money. Her mentor at BYU was saying that’s what it’s there for. 
It’s a student loan. When she opens this chapter, she’s opening it in a state of almost euphoria 
of having this kind of money that she’s never had before. Then she uses that as a transition 
when she says: 
 
 “It was in this state that I first heard the term bipolar disorder.” 



 

 7 

 
The thing about first hearing the term bipolar disorder is a pretty big deal, but it’s important 
that she created this sense of well-being, like being solid in who she was and having some sense  
of stability before hearing about the term that upended her. So you can see through college 
she’s doing this really interesting thing of almost juxtaposing experiences, and I think it’s very 
sophisticated. It creates a general sense of timing by reminding us of the money in the bank, 
which we’ve already read about.  
 
This renews our understanding of where we are, also because she had been tracking that the 
money is coming, it’s getting transferred into her bank. Again, there’s this moment of buildup 
and then she is following it all the way through to create almost a sense of how she is in herself 
as a result. 
 
Take a look at opportunities like this. These are just examples, and obviously in your own work 
you’re going to play this out differently, but I think these moments of cross-reference where 
you can point back to something that you’ve already written and bring it forward and create 
new meaning or a reminder around is one way to play with time. 
 
LJM:  Yes, it’s very exciting when she does that, very helpful for us having a context. When we 
are thinking about our own writing, this is where lists of turning points and themes and the 
things that we want to make sure are seeded that are going to recur are laid out in some kind of 
outline, maybe even after you get started a little bit because you’re going to need to keep track 
of that even in a first draft. You can just write everything out in whatever way it shows up, too, 
but if you have some kind of outline or at least some kind of inventory of what you did where, 
how old you were, where you were, what was happening in that context, it’s so much easier 
then to not repeat ourselves over and over again. We all do this. I forgot what I wrote, so I read 
it again. Then I forgot it again, and I wrote it again. It’s very easy to do that. 
 
This whole thing of memory—we’ve already presented a huge amount of material about the 
whole memory issue with Tara and how she is very careful and why, but just as good a writer 
she is, it’s repetitive. We can’t say it enough really: where she is, in what context the scene of 
the moment is taking place, how old she is. Even early on in the book—this wasn’t on the 
slide—but I did find another place earlier on pages 112 and 113. It’s early on in Chapter 13, and 
it starts with a very significant moment that we all know the date of. She says: 
 
 “In September the twin towers fell. I’d never heard of them until they were gone. Then I 
 watched as planes sank into them, and I stared, bewildered, at the TV…” 
 
 “Three days later, when she was nineteen, Audrey was married..” 
 
Then a few paragraphs later: 
 
 “I was fifteen and I felt it, felt the race I was running with time.” 
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In six paragraphs she has three notations on time and place and moment and who was there, as 
well as weaving in the belief systems, and these are chapters that they are living in. We don’t 
have to be paranoid about what people are going to think about our story in order to have the  
good craft practice of anchoring—like Brooke was talking about—for each set of significant 
moments. Then later, if it’s too much notation or it’s repeated too many times, you can always 
take it out, but I think it’s better to have it rather than not have it as you move forward. 
 
Page 263, these are techniques that she uses to also weave time, now and then, and the 
context of this chapter is very late in the story. It’s where Emily, Shawn’s wife, runs to them for 
safety and nobody protects her. They call Shawn and tell him to come and get her. At the 
bottom of page 263 she says: 
 

“It would be many years before I would understand what had happened that night, and 
what my role in it had been. How I had opened my mouth when I should have stayed 
silent, and shut it when I should have spoken out. What was needed was a revolution, a 
reversal of the ancient, brittle roles we’d been playing out since my childhood.” 

 
This is the theme of the book, one of them. How do we break out of these prisons that we grow 
up in and then become stuck in, cemented into, like her father and her mother and some of her 
other relatives. 
 
There’s a huge buildup of more and more things that she has coming on in the later part of the 
book. One big one is on pages 274 and 275 where she says: 
 
 “For the first time in my life the shame leaks away.” 
 
She’s having this struggle with shame in her life with always being ashamed of who she is. 
When it’s finally moving away from her, when she’s finally confronting how she’s always 
ashamed, she feels it start to lift. I just thought that was a very significant moment. We talked 
about this, too, this point of how careful she is because she’s afraid somebody would call her a 
liar. Well, the whole end of the book is about everyone calling her a liar, and she doesn’t know 
where the next blow or attack is going to come. Will it come from her father or her mother or 
Audrey, her sister, or Shawn, her brother? Can she really trust that Tyler and Richard even see 
her or understand her? It’s very fraught, I thought. The next slide, please. 
 
Again, she’s using this so much that we didn’t put page numbers because there are so many 
times that she does various things. She’ll say, “I remember” something and she’ll then either 
question the memory or support the memory with a footnote or say someone else questions 
her and talks about how she questions it and how she solidifies it in her mind. Sometimes she’ll 
say, “I don’t remember.” In the second example, “I don’t remember” such and such, “but I 
wrote in my journal about it.” One of those is on page 279. She says: 
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“I didn’t stay long on Buck’s Peak, maybe a week. On the day I left the mountain, Audrey 
asked me not to go. I have no memory of the conversation, but I remember writing the 
journal entry about it. I wrote it my first night back in Cambridge, while sitting on a 
stone bridge and staring up at King’s College Chapel. I remember the river, which was 
calm; I remember the slow drift of autumn leaves…”   

 
She goes on to what else she remembers that she wrote eight pages: 
 

“But that the memory of Audrey saying this is gone: it is as if I wrote in order to forget.” 
 

I thought that was very profound because we find out that sometimes people are talking about 
after they write something, they don’t quite remember what actually did happen because they 
wrote it a certain way and was that really accurate? Sometimes people doubt that, so that is 
something that I think many memoir writers run into and have to deal with. 
 
Then, of course, we already talked about the footnotes. It’s like Brooke said last time: It’s 
extremely unusual. In fact, we suggest that people not use footnotes. If they think it’s 
absolutely necessary, of course they will. Her footnotes are used in that I remember it that way, 
but Luke said or Mom said or someone else said or everybody else said, and she, in all those 
footnotes, puts in what somebody else remembers, plus she does it sometimes in the text, 
although usually her own memory is part of the checks on her own wrestling with memory. The 
point is that you can wrestle with memory in your text. Maybe you aren’t sure. It’s tricky.  
 
I was coaching somebody the other day, and she had a series of I don’t remember this and I 
don’t remember that and I don’t remember that or that or that, but she’s talking about it. I said 
the reader is going to be a little confused, so on what basis are you piecing together what you 
say you are remembering? How are you doing that? If you need it to be more specific about 
how she was piecing the things together she needed to talk about, we worked on a way to help 
her to be able to do that. It’s always an ever, ongoing, creative challenge to do these things, but 
there are so many great examples in Tara’s book, so enjoy and use these things in your own 
work. It’s great. 
 
BW:  Awesome. Just to get you guys ready, this is the last teaching and we welcome your 
questions that come in. Linda Joy was just talking about some of this stuff, this writing from the 
vantage point of now, but I do have some examples. I am not a fan of this. We’re teaching it 
because you can, of course, do it this way. I have a lot of students in our long class that have 
pushed back on me at various points here and there or they are executing this kind of writing in 
a way that actually works. My feeling is that more often than not it pops us out of the narration.  
 
When I’m reading Tara’s book and I’m in the age of seven, eight, nine years old, I don’t want 
this eye in the sky coming in and telling me now, when I think of it, blah, blah, blah, because to 
me it does break the “fictive dream,” –it’s the equivalent of breaking the spell that the reader is  
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in. You guys, of course, need to decide if you like it because maybe you did like it; maybe you 
like this way she brought in a more knowing narrator. There are different narrative voices that 
you have access to, and one of them is the reflective narrator. It’s the narrator who knows 
more than you knew at the time, and so if you feel that the only way you have access to that  
kind of narration is through the now, then I would say that that’s an okay thing. I would also 
suggest that you use it sparingly. 
 
 I’m going to show you my examples, and we can talk about and I’m happy to say more about 
why I don’t like it, but it really is just that it’s this question of whether or not you feel like you’re 
getting popped out of the book, which for me definitely happens.  
 
On page 59, she says: 
 

“When I think of that afternoon, what I remember first is the awkwardness of it: Mother 
said she could feel the hot energy moving through our bodies, but I felt nothing. Mother 
and Richard stood still, eyes shut, breath shallow.” 

 
She’s recounting it, and I guess I had to wonder at times why did she feel that she needed to do 
this little preamble about what she remembered or doesn’t remember. “When I think of,” I 
actually chose this picture of a woman at the keyboard or the typewriter, in this case, on 
purpose because I imagine the memoirist dictating their experience very much from the now, 
as you’re writing and you’re working on it. Again, I just think that doing that less is a good thing, 
and that the best way to write memoir is to have the camera on your shoulder, at whatever age 
you are; if you’re seven or nine or fifteen or forty, let the lens be in the moment and your 
camera on your shoulder rather than that omniscient eye in the sky from wherever the now is. 
 
Linda Joy mentioned this line, and she writes on page 73: 
 

“For eighteen years I never thought of that day, not in any probing way. A few times my 
reminiscing carried me back to that torrid afternoon, what I remembered first was the 
belt. Luke, I would think. You wild dog. I wonder, do you still wear twine.” 

“Now, at age twenty-nine, I sit down to write, to reconstruct the incident from 
the echoes and shouts of a tired memory. I scratch it out. When I get to the end, I pause. 
There’s an inconsistency, a ghost in this story.” 

 
I would actually be curious to hear if that was all effective to you who read it. For me, I was like 
eh, I don’t like that at all. When she says, “I sit down to write, to reconstruct the incident,” for 
me—and Linda Joy, I would love to hear what you think, too—that was a moment of self-
consciousness, and letting us know I’m sitting here. I’m writing at the keyboard. Luckily, she 
only did it this one time, but I think as a memoirist, if you do that too often, then what you’re 
doing is you’re saying to the reader, I am here, I am writing it, a meta-narration that I’m not 
fond of. I don’t know. What do you think? 
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LJM:  Well, I noticed that. I can deal with some of the other things she did because she seemed 
so traumatized by what everyone had done to her. I read it through that lens but, “I’m sitting 
and writing.” Really? Okay. We know you’re writing. Yeah, so not necessary, but some of her  
other extra added, I think this and I think that, does is show how insecure she is. Like you’re 
saying, she’s young. That stuff just happened to her, so I think that’s a factor in her book. 
 
BW:  Right, right. I think so. I totally agree. 
 
Let’s look at the other two examples I have. Page 131, when she says at the bottom of the page: 
 
 “Reflecting on it now, I’m not sure the injury changed him that much…” 
 
Again, another moment of showing how she does that and where she does that, so you can all 
take a look and see. 
 
Then, page 147, the same thing: 
 

“When I think of that night now, I don’t think of the dark highway, or of my brother lying 
in a pool of his own blood.” 

 
I guess the other issue that I have with now, is that now is also movable. Now is when she’s 
twenty-eight years old and she’s writing the book from the “now,” but in five years that now is 
not now. It’s not going to be the now of 2022. It’s forever going to be the now of 2018, and 
there’s a way in which you automatically un-evergreen your writing when you do that. When I 
came up in editing, when I was learning to edit, one of the things about personal narration that 
was a really big deal was to make sure that your stuff was evergreen. Certainly if you’re writing 
plots, things happen in time, but if it’s not connected to time, then there really shouldn’t be an 
“undefined now,” because that now otherwise is a moving target. That’s I guess the caution 
that I also have with all of you and the degree to which you use that word “now.” Which now is 
that actually? Those are questions to consider. 
 
We have the Write Your Memoir in Six Months coming up, so if you’re interested in the six-
month class, I want to say a word about it, which is that these classes that we teach are more 
sharing and lecturing, for lack of a better word, and then there’s Q&A at the end. But these 
small classes—we cap the classes at fourteen. There’s a lot more interaction. We do a lot about 
craft and process. So, if you’re curious and you’re looking for accountability or you want to 
learn more about the six-month class, definitely let us know because that’s going to be starting 
up in January, and I think we have about half the slots filled at this point, so there’s definitely 
room. If you’ve taken these two classes with us, you can also get a $200 discount, so we 
welcome hearing from you. You can just email me directly, and consider joining us. It’s fun. It's 
intense and it’s good, and you’ll get a lot of writing done. 
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LJM:  We read a lot of your work and give you very specific feedback as we mentor you, so it’s 
very personal, different than the more distant classes. It’s very personal and we’re right there 
with you. 
 
BW:  Yes. The reading and the feedback is definitely one of the benefits. We’re going to leave 
that up for a second for people who want to jot down any information, and I will open up the 
questions. 
 
P. asks: Would you speak to some of the strategies that do work well to bring in that more 
knowing now voice? 
 
BW:  I’ll talk and then, Linda Joy, you can talk about it. I personally prefer using the conditional. 
That’s my all-time favorite. Now, of course, conditional is also cumbersome and tiring if you 
overuse it. But if Tara had instead said—what page was that on? Let me look at that example 
where she says, “For eighteen years I never saw it,” if I had been her editor this is what I would 
have done. I would have said, “Let’s make that conditional.” It would say, “I would not think 
about that day again.” Again, this is not going to be perfect wording, but it would say something 
like, “I would not think of that day again for another twenty years.” 
 
 It would be told in the conditional point of view, so that instead of popping us into some 
undefined now with Tara at the keyboard, you would stay anchored from the person that she 
was in that moment. I don’t know how old she is here. I think maybe fifteen or something, so 
the fifteen-year-old would project out into some unknown future. But then it wouldn’t be an 
undefined now. It would be this twenty years from the fifteen-year-old, and I just think that 
that’s more effective, and I think it helps the reader to stay on track with the existing timeline, 
which is that she’s fifteen, and anything that comes after fifteen is in the future instead of this 
omniscient person looking backward. Any response on your end? 
 
LJM:  Well, it’s tricky. I think you should try to not take the person out of the story, and I think 
the conditional does work and you have to track how you’re using it and notice your verb form 
a lot. 
 
BW:  L. says: I thought it worked for Tara. She’s still vulnerable to the family who’s out to get 
her and refute her statements. I think you’re right, and I think it does work for her, and it could 
work for you guys. Like I said, there have been students in our six-month class who have 
insisted on using this, and I think as long as you’re very conscientious about how you’re bringing 
in this now human being and the degree to which you talked about your writing process as 
another part of it. Tara only does that that one time. We have a lot of students who are, like, 
“Today, as I sit on my keyboard and I look at my wall,” blah, blah, blah, and there’s this—the 
word that comes to mind is “precious,” this moment that the writer feels the need to wax 
poetic about her writing process. 
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LJM:  I hate that.  
 
BW:  I dislike it so much, if you can’t tell by the way I’m setting it up. People do it all the time. If 
you’re doing that, just be mindful because I think it’s a lot of fluff and it’s ineffective. As I said, 
she only does it that one time, but I think that’s the other thing I’m reacting to. 
 
Question:  Can we say more about staying in the evergreen? 
 
BW:  For me, the evergreen just means that now, that word “now,” is not evergreen. It is if you 
say, “Now it’s 1980.” Let’s say you’re writing in the present tense. “Now it’s 1980, and I’m 
walking down the street,” blah, blah, blah. That’s fine because we know that you’ve connected 
the now to 1980, but if you just say, “Now I think,” blah, blah, blah, now is now. It’s 2018 when 
the book was published, but this book is going to be around for a long time. I just read Eat Pray 
Love two years ago, and Liz Gilbert wrote that book in the early 2000s. Almost twenty years 
later the now is not the now, and Liz is no longer however old she was when she wrote Eat Pray 
Love. That’s the thing about being evergreen is thinking about the ways in which your book is 
going to last beyond the age that you’re at when you’re writing it and to be mindful of that as 
you go, so that’s what I mean. 
 
LJM:  That’s good. The now is ever evolving. The now is over; now it’s over again. 
 
BW:  Right. And that evergreenness, when you anchor things in an actual time, your work will 
be evergreen. That’s why tonight is all about time and the importance of time and that you not 
be vague about it. 
 
B. says: My father said you were both seasoned memoir teachers. It might not pop out to 
commoner readers. It only caught my attention because I realized how young she is writing this. 
I was both impressed and wondered what two or three decades might uncover. 
 
LJM:  Oh, yes, we wondered that, too. It’s a very good point. She did a great job in her healing, 
traumatized state. I found this book enormously traumatic to read at times. I’m, like, no way. 
Oh, my goodness. How did she survive this? I didn’t think she made us feel sorry for her. In fact, 
she was so tough about even thinking that she had the right to be wounded or injured or hurt. 
She was this wall for so long, and then there’s that scene where she says, “If only I were sixteen 
again, I could deal with this.” She knew what to do. She knew how to be tough. She can handle 
this, but I don’t know what to do. That just broke my heart. I thought it was an incredible 
moment. 
 
BW:  Definitely. These are good things to be thinking about, certainly things that pop out to us. 
It may not be a thing for the average reader. There’s no question, and yet we’re also teaching 
you to read, to track how you want to write. I think that’s also such a really important thing is 
you’re beginning to feel into the kind of memoirs that you want to be in, how you want your  
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writing to read or be read by readers. These common mistakes that we see memoirists making; 
I think once the memoirists start paying attention to reading for how they want to write, it’s a 
game changer. We see this in our class all the time. Someone will say, oh, I read Wild or I read 
whatever book, and now I totally understand transitions or I totally understand flashback in a  
new way. Then all of a sudden their writing is improving and, by contrast, I see people who say 
to me, “I don’t want to read memoirs because I think it will taint my process or I’ll be overly 
influenced. We both just say put the kabosh on that because there’s nothing better you can do 
for yourself than read memoir if you’re trying to write one. 
 
LJM:  Yes. I coach people. Sometimes I’ll say, “What memoirs are you reading?” They’re, like, 
“Oh, I’m not reading any.” I give them three or four of my top favorites, Wild being one of them 
because she used scenes and goes back and forth in time. I think that Tara’s skill level is also 
extremely high, and all the way through the book to manage such a complicated story, I really 
admire it. 
 
BW:  Yes, absolutely. L. says:  Have you watched her speak? In several videos she comes across 
distant and analytical, self-protection. I also think overwhelm, youngness, and it’s very 
possible/probable that she lacks some pretty fundamental social skills. If you’re raised in such a 
way, even though she’s made such strides, I can’t help but think that there’s got to be this really 
deep self-protection for sure, but there was a way in which she was raised in such an extreme 
situation, so I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some distance there. You can see that 
awkwardness. She writes about the awkwardness, of her self-consciousness, and the degree to 
which you have to be so self-aware to write about yourself in the way she writes about herself. 
It’s one of the reasons I like this book so much is because a lot of memoirists, especially the 
kinds that we work with in class, they’re trying to wrap their arms around the different facets of 
self. I think that Tara, particularly for her youth, has done an amazing job of painting all of these 
different facets of self and showing this hugely complex individual with a difficult upbringing. 
It’s not easy to do and to stay so self-aware. It’s really good. 
 
LJM:  Yes, I was impressed. 
 
BW:  Yes, me, too. Any other thoughts from you guys? We have a few more minutes. The stuff 
about tracking time, I do encourage you to do what I mentioned and just flip through the book 
and look at the scene openers, each of them, and look at how often they’re tethered to time or 
how she jumps from the previous scene, whatever it was about, and then tethers that to a time 
anchor because that is so key in transition. We talked in the long class, too, about helping your 
reader to feel held in an experience. When you’re writing a memoir like this one, it’s called a 
sustained narration as opposed to a memoir or essays where time doesn’t matter. There’s 
nothing more important to the cohesion of a memoir than time. If you’re not writing a linear 
memoir, you need to absolutely reanchor, reanchor, reanchor, and remind the reader where 
you are. I would err on the side of overdoing rather than underdoing it because it’s just so 
important.  



 

 15 

 
Another question: Can you recommend a memoir that jumps around in time well that’s not a 
simple braided or probably linear but one with more complexity? 
 
LJM:  Liars’ Club. Boy, does she jump around. 
 
BW:  Yes, definitely. Liars Club is a really, really good example. I’m trying to think of others. 
There are so many memoirs that do complex narrative structures. That’s the first one. 
 
LJM:  Wild is not officially braided. She doesn’t have one chapter in one time frame and another 
in another time frame, but she does use flashback and moves around in time, and you can see 
the emotional connection to the reason she’s going back in time from the now into the past 
pretty clearly. I think it’s a good book to learn from. 
 
BW:  Yes, and I was going to say the interesting thing about Wild is it’s a hugely linear narrative 
except that she jumps back in time all the time. There are different ways to think about these 
structures. Another one that just came to mind as I was thinking is The Memory Palace because 
she is jumping around in this interesting way as she’s tracing her memories. For anyone who 
struggles with memory, I would recommend The Memory Palace because she actually struggles 
with memory. She was in a car accident and had some kind of brain issue with her actual 
memory, and it’s a super fascinating book, and the way that she tracks time is very linear. 
Again, as long as you’re making those anchors, and in her case it’s these washed memories and 
they’re connected to events, so she’s tracking along an interesting timeline. I’ll give some more 
thoughts about those. Good question. 
 
BW:  All right, you all. We appreciate you being with us so much. Thank you for taking this class. 
For anyone who hasn’t received all of the recordings, let me know. There’s been a little bit 
more than usual people saying they haven’t gotten the recordings, and you should be getting all 
of them automatically.  
 
LJM:  Thank you all. 
 
BW:  Good night. 
 




