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CLASS 1 
 

What Made Heavy a Bestselling Memoir 
Language  

 
 
BW:  Wonderful! Hello everyone. We’re doing this, Class 1, What Made Heavy A Bestselling 
Memoir, and I hope everybody had the chance to listen to Kiese teach Characterization as part 
of our class last week, and he was absolutely wonderful. I watched the video again, Linda Joy, in 
preparation for today. My takeaway is that he’s a genius, kind of a humble genius because how 
much he was able to pack into that class was pretty incredible. 
 
LJM:  I was quite blown away. You heard me say at the end, “I feel drunk.” I was so full of his 
cadence, his rhythm, his language, and his knowledge. It was just mind blowing. 
 
BW:  I absolutely agree. We’re starting today with plastic language, everyone, which I think 
particularly is a great place to start because Kiese it was a topic of his conversation. At one 
point he said that Heavy was about language and the comfort of language, and that he was 
someone whose superpower was listening to the language and what was around him, and you 
can certainly see that. It got me interesting in thinking about what are our various superpowers. 
How do we think about that for our own writing? I’m just really looking forward to diving in 
with this. 
 
LJM:  Well, I think sometimes those of us who are writing memoir, we might take that for 
granted somehow or not even be able to think about it early on, the language that we’re using. 
One of the things he said, which I thought was great, as that your fourth draft, your sixth draft, 
your tenth draft, you need to really make that kind of space to look at how we shape something 
over time as we’re writing it. So what we’re seeing in his book and in his presentation is a very 
much like making a violin or something, very many layers of craft and time in revealing it. Just 
keep that in mind when we’re reading aloud to you a few parts of beautiful words today. 
 
BW:  Yes, and here we go. We have a lot to get to about the craft of language. As a starting 
point, we broke this into a few different sections for all of you, and yes, you will get the slides, 
so don’t feel compelled to take too many notes or screenshots. We start with Kiese’s beautiful 
craft. 
 
LJM:  The biggest one, the clearest bit of language that we’re dealing with is the very title of the 
book. I know many of you struggle with well, how am I going to figure out my title. He got his 
title through language and looking at the words that he might need, particularly “heavy,” and 
heavy has many associations for him. He riffed off many of these and over many pages. You’re 
going to see examples, some of which we’ll read and some of which we refer to so that you 
guys can read it yourself so that you can go back and grab some of these phrases. 
 



 2 

The first one is about weight, literally, his weight as a young boy. It’s the theme all the way 
through in terms of what makes him feel good and what makes him feel bad in his body, and 
the weight has both positive and negative associations no matter how heavy he is, which you’ll 
see as what we call a through thread running through the book. Then, as we all know, the word 
“heavy” is often used to mean intense. I think of the movie Back to the Future, when Michael J. 
Fox uses the word “heavy”—I forget how he puts it—is something going on with the 
atmosphere of the earth back in 1955, looking at the complications of life. This book is layered 
and heavy with the complications for all the main characters. We’re going to talk about 
characters more next week. 
 
Then, heavy, the burden that he’s carrying is in the shame that he carries about many things, 
particularly his body and what’s going on in his home and his life that’s secret, and the 
obsessions with weight. For instance, on page 144, he’s tracking his weight. So when we look at 
style, he says: 
 
   I started running at night. I added 300 pushups a day 
              and 300 sit-ups. I began the summer weighing 309 pounds;  

            within two weeks, 289; in a month 279. 
 

He does this several times, but he’s putting it in the text there and letting us know that he’s 
tracking these things and letting us know through his reflections and what it means to him. The 
weight and the emotional importance of many things, both his weight, race, Mississippi, his 
mother, his grandmother, his friends, what’s happening in the high school culture of his friends, 
all of that gets addressed. For instance, one of the phrases, his mother says: 
 
   You’re heavy enough for everything you need to 
   be heavy for. 
 
Weight was used in layers of meaning there. Then, on page 175, another example. He was 
talking about these different schools. He says: 
 
   Bodies at Holy Family were heavier than the bodies 
   at St. Richard, and none of those heavy bodies were 
   gross. 
 
“Gross” is another word he uses. Then, feeling “the weight of historical context,” etc., about 
racism. 
 
So let’s look at the next…there’s too much to talk about. It’s easy to get really caught up in it.  
 
He plays a lot in delightful ways with abundance. Here’s something about abundance: 
 
   Worse than any cuss word we can imagine, 

             ‘gross’ is on the other side of what we consider 
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             abundant. And in the world we lived in and loved,  
             everyone black was in some way abundant. While 
             that abundance dictated the shape and movement 
             of bodies, the taste and texture of our food, it was  
             most apparent in the way we dissembled and  
             assembled words, word sounds, and sentences. 

 
So, he’s bringing in a theme that’s throughout the entire book about word play on page 78, 
black abundance, and he talks about it, again, in another context. Then, this abundance is a lot, 
meager, not so much. Then he’s playing between meager and abundance, so this is on page 66. 
This is just one location for it: 
 
   Everyone about y’ll is erroneous. Every. Thang. 
   This is that black abundance. Y’ll don’t even know… 

 “Mee-guh,” we said to each other. “Meager,” the 
             opposite of La Ton’s favorite word, was my favorite  
            word at the end of seventh grade. We used different 
            pronunciations of meager to describe people, places, 
            things, and shhhtyles that were at least eight levels 
            less than nothing…” “It’s a tie. With they meager ass.” 

 
That’s one way they use the word. You get the point here, lots of word play, and no doubt y’all 
noticed it. I’m from Oklahoma, which is sort of the South, and somebody starts saying y’all, so 
do I. And then there’s repetition about hating his body. And this one, which was so powerful in 
the way that he laid it all out: 
 
   Can you help me with my words? The words mama 

             make me use don’t work like they supposed to work.” 
 
Then he wrote all these words. I’ll just read a few: 
 
   …be kissing me in the morning. Be choking me.  

             Be running a train; be beating my back, and so on. 
 
This repetition kind of sweeps you along, and it’s kind of awful, too. You’re seeing things like 
what’s going on? What do they mean? He sweeps it all in there and sweeps us up with it. We 
might want to go back and try to find out more what he’s talking about. 
 
BW:  Overall, we were just so taken with the sentences, the sentence level. One of the things I 
was struck by when Kiese was with us last week was that he talked about how much time he 
spent constructing sentences and how he said he wanted his work to be singular, and it is. 
There’s just so many moments, for both of us. This is why we have so many slides this week, 
but we’ll send you the slides and you can look at them and highlight them yourselves. 
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LJM:  I want to say one thing about this slide, and that is how he talked about words as avenues 
of truth. That’s one of my favorite parts on page 86. There’s lots of parts, so we’ll let y’all look it 
up. 
 
BW:  “Y’all” is seeping into the vocabulary here. So now I want to transition to talking about 
culture because culture is certainly a piece of what Kiese is doing but, honestly, what most of 
you are doing regardless of what your cultural background might be. Don’t discount it, I guess is 
what I want to say. Again, because we had the privilege of having Kiese here, shared his 
storytelling. You know, I’m from Jackson, and this is what we do in Jackson, and people in 
Jackson want to be this way, and people in Jackson want to be that way. I loved the Jackson 
pride that he brought into his teaching, which is very much part of who he is.  
 
So there’s the cultural aspect of where you’re from. There’s the cultural aspect of identities that 
you might embody, whatever identity that is, whether it’s part of the dominant or 
nondominant culture, whether we’re talking about sexuality or being othered in any kind of 
way or not. But you still have a culture, and that culture comes into your writing, and there’s 
the culture of your ancestral lines also. I’m multigenerational born here, but my ancestral line is 
Croatian, and it’s very important to our family. So when I write a memoir, that will invariably 
come in in some ways. There are all these different ways that we think about our culture and 
how we’re connected to land and heritage.  
 
Give yourself permission to be who you are, to talk like you, to write in your voice. I think that’s 
really important in memoir. As an editor of memoirs, so many times over the years copy editors 
I’ve worked with, proofreaders that I’ve worked with, have tried to change people’s voices in a 
way to be more grammatically correct. And all these years that I’ve been working with memoir, 
I give directions to those editors to say no, we want to allow for the vernacular. The dialect, you 
don’t want to use too much of it because it can get heavy-handed sometimes, but that is part of 
memoir. 
 Memoir is an invitation into your life, and there’s intimacy in it. Language is all there wrapped 
up in your voice, and I think sometimes when people first come to memoir, and even it can last 
for a little while, there’s the schoolmarm in your head saying oh, but that’s not a good 
sentence, or you should write this way. If you come from an academic background, forget it. 
You have to untrain yourself because that is not how you write memoir. So just thinking that 
through, what is your voice and how to capture it in a way, and then also how to feel confident 
in it because Kiese is very real, and he’s raw, and he’s also really speaking on the page how he 
talks. You can see that when you listen to him and also when you listen to the audio book.  
 
The topic of explaining yourself. I wanted to bring this in because I had Kiese, a couple of years 
ago on my podcast was talking about not writing for white people, which I totally appreciate, 
and I think it is a really important thing that a lot of writers of color are talking about right now. 
So I wanted to address that, to say how often do you have to explain yourself when you come 
from an “other” culture? By that, I mean that anything that is not dominant. International 
writers deal with that, this question of how much do I have to say about where I’m from and 
what this means. I think it’s just to say that you have to consider the context. Ask yourself will 
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your reader be lost, and it’s okay to let them be lost a little bit, but not so much that they’re not 
following you. I want to encourage people not to write, as I said, for the white gaze, that 
industry, that mainstream, but to also not discount how important context is if you want a wide 
readership. That really matters. Never in Kiese’s book was I lost. I definitely felt like I wasn’t 
part of his culture. That’s what I loved about it, though, is that it was intimate in that way. I was 
invited behind the curtain into a place that I wouldn’t normally be hanging out, and that’s also a 
real gift to your readers. 
 
These were some things that I noted from Kiese’s actual teaching last week, that he said the 
comfort of Heavy is all around language, and that he said he was using language “to shield 
himself and also using it as a shovel.” I love that. We talked about the music we want to hear, 
which is about your voice. “Sometimes we don’t know what our sound and our style is.” So pay 
some attention to that. Let yourself free write; see what comes up, and that sentiment that “he 
wanted to write a book that felt ‘singular.’” And also, in the comments, Robert is saying what 
do you think he means by singular, and Ruth said unique. I agree. I think it meant very Kiese, 
born of Kiese. That’s singular, and that’s what all of you are doing. You’re writing, ideally, a 
book that is just what you attempt for it to be, and I just think that’s a really cool way of 
branding it. 
 
He also said he put things in that would only be recognized by certain people in his only very 
specific culture. Again, little cues where people who are not in his culture, yeah, we could 
follow, but we might not get it. We might not fully understand, and I liked that a lot. 
 
LJM:  Questions like to learn more, too. There was a phrase he used, “dap me up.” I’m like what 
the heck is that? 
 
BW:  Everything’s on the internet. It means doing the hand signals, the greetings, and all that. 
 
LJM:  I got to learn something new. 
 
BW:  Yeah, and if you’re so inclined, if your reader is so inclined, guess what? They’re going to 
go look it up. You have to decide for yourselves, though. Are you going to make people look it 
up? Do you want to explain it? But I think the qualifying all the time also gets super tiring. Then 
you’ll be like oh, brackets, this is when this happens. That’s going to get heavy-handed, and 
nobody wants to see that. I think what we’re seeing here is talking about is an invitation to lean 
into what your unique voice might be. 
 
Here are some examples again. We use and misuse last year’s vocabulary words:  
 

The narrators of our stories said “fly” and 
“all that” and “fresh” and “the shit” and” 
 sheiit” and “shole…” 
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I also love the use of “and.” It’s musical, right? He is using repetition, and it’s really compelling, 
and lots of stuff here, too, these lists that he does. Helen MacDonald, who wrote H is for Hawk, 
also did a lot of listing, and she’s such a different kind of writer. She’s a British scholar. Her 
language couldn’t be more different than Kiese’s, but there’s some similarities here in how they 
use lists and playbook language. 
 
So listing is a fun thing to think about if you are into that kind of thing. So that segues nicely into 
voice. We’re sort of beginning to talk about voice here, Linda Joy, with some of these examples 
and the musicality of it all. 
 
LJM:  Yes. We’re teaching Kiese as a voice, which I barely feel qualified to do, but we heard and 
we can hear on the audio reading of his book his voice and how the voice sounds and how his 
voice shows up on the page, and the same is true for us when we’re writing is how does voice 
appear. We’re talking about his voice first, his authentic voice, and then a little bit about how 
you can work with your own authentic voice. On page 144, he learned from James Baldwin, and 
this is the quote that we thought was really important: 
 
     Any real change implies the breakup 
     of the world as one has always known 
     it, the loss of all that gave on an identity, 
     the end of safety. I thought about the 
     safety I found in eating too much, eating 
     too late, eating to run away from memory. 
 
What he’s doing throughout is also quoted in a beautiful passage from Toni Cade Bambara, and 
he’s using the voice of other writers that he’s influenced by or inspired by gives him permission 
and also an entry into his own reflection on things. This is about safety. So one of the themes in 
his book is safety, safety and unsafety, a lot of that. I think it gives us permission to look at: do 
you want to quote a writer who has inspired you? Are you going to put that in? Now, his theme 
has to do with writing. It’s a huge theme in the entire book, and words, and making sense of the 
world through literature. You’ll see that all the way through. 
 
In the interview last week, he was talking about Mississippi. He said it’s all about my Mississippi 
background, my voice, the rhythms I learned, the blues I listened to. He said I wanted that to 
show up in my word choice and the rhythm of my writing. Here’s another “y’all” part. He did it 
a lot. There was some chunk in the “y’all” section, and there you go: 
 
    Every time y’all watched it, it seemed like 
    the first time. Y’all didn’t cry. Y’all didn’t 
    move. Y’all just breathed deeply. 
 
You get this cadence, and then it builds up. The cadence builds up as he’s choosing these words 
and quotes. The other thing on page 22, is a form he used. He said it’s lined up different than 
this layout, but: 
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    All I want to do is run. 
    Not to my apartment. 
    Not to a classroom. 
    Not to my office. 
    Not to deceitful sex. 
    Not to you. 
 
That reads so differently emotionally than if he’d written it out in a long sentence, so I think 
these are choices you can make and think about. 
 
BW:  I want to talk about the authenticity piece. You can really see that in a person’s 
presentation. I’m struck by his humility, and he’s sort of at the beginning saying thank y’all for 
making space for me. It’s a really interesting Mississippi homebody energy contrasted against 
his brilliance. It’s a really fascinating and really wonderful combination that he brings. It’s like 
when you’re thinking about yourself and leaning in to the things that are just who you are, you 
can emulate people’s writing, of course, but you can’t emulate someone else’s personality. I 
think that’s the thing that’s so important about memoir when you’re really thinking about what 
you have to offer and capturing your voice, and so much about that is confidence and leaning 
into who you are. 
 
LJM:  Right, which we’ll talk about now. When I first wrote Don’t Call Me Mother and even Song 
of the Plains, I come from a very academic background, and I was taught correct English, very 
rigid, but where I grew up was Oklahoma with a huge Southern layer of accents. But my 
grandmother tried to have me not speak that way, so I had that kind of conflict. It took a while 
for me to go oh, I can just write this the way I can write it, not her, not these other people.  
 
That’s what we’re going to talk about now, your own authentic voice where you are from, what 
people sound like, what did they sound like, what do they sound like now. We’re in a whole 
much more available audio world these days, and you’ll see this in the movies, too, the way 
phrases, diction, syntax, all of these things, how words are put together, sentences, phrases are 
put together or broken up. They are unique for different places. Certainly, dialect and 
expression are unique all over the United States. I saw a map once that had been divided into 
groups according to the way they used language, not where they were, so you’re going to see 
the Scottish-Irish stuff in the southern United States because a lot of people moved there, the 
Norwegian-Swedish people, where I came from, the Germans in Iowa and so on. You can look 
up your own background, of course. 
 
Listen, eavesdrop. I was taught, a thousand years ago when I first trying to deal with dialogue 
and even voice, to go to a café and listen to people and write down what they said and how 
they talked, and it’s amazing. We’re used to hearing people all the time, but really listen and 
notice this sense that you’re going to write and claim your voice and even the voices of other 
people is how do they put sentences together. What do they leave out? A lot of authentic voice 
is what you do and what you don’t include. If you really, really listen, it’ll give you so much 
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more information. Then, record yourself reading. This is a way not to sound like the academic 
that I sounded like, You’re developing this unique voice. Some people have it from the 
beginning, but many of us need to work on it a bit to feel more comfortable. What are you 
hearing, and how do the different characters talk? Every character does not talk the same way. 
There are different phrases and different unique ways that each character speaks that reveal 
certain things about them, not just you but the characters in the story. 
 
Then, be flexible. This is going to go along with what Kiese said to write and rewrite. So write 
your scenes, and especially dialogue, many times. When I did this, I would write it differently 
each time, and  wonder-- can the same exchange of information or whatever is going on in the 
theme, come out so different so many times? But it did, and then I’d go wow, what do I want? 
Do I need to write it five more times? But don’t be afraid to write and rewrite even just little 
chunks because it can get you engaged in a way that will surprise you and be fun. 
 
Then, read books from your area of the country or your culture. It’s very helpful the way that 
language is used, the way the thinking and the belief systems show up in those books, too, help 
develop our voice and how we say things and how we present them. Then, really listen to audio 
books. How are they being read? Sometimes the author themselves are reading a book like 
Kiese did, and you can pick up a lot from that. Then, relisten if something sounds like something 
you want to be able to do, and even write up some of the phrases of the book yourself and get 
it under your fingers on the keyboard and see how that feels. There’s lots of ways to play with 
them. 
 
BW:  Yeah, that’s good stuff. Voices, it’s elusive sometimes. My last book, Write On, Sisters! 
talked so much about voice because it was about claiming your place at the table. In the 
subtitle was Voice because the springboard for me was in the conversation I’d had with Dani 
Shapiro. I asked her about voice, and she just said to me, “Voice is courage,” and it was so 
simple. I just loved it. I had never thought so simply about it, and it struck me as true because I 
think we get tied up in knots even around envy. We love how other people sound or we don’t 
trust our voice or the cadence. I could listen to Kiese last week and be like oh, my gosh, I could 
never articulate things the way he does. You can start turning yourself around in circles, and 
that’s what we’re trying to talk about tonight, really just being yourself on the page and finding 
that rhythm, but it can take time. You are also singular. 
 
We also wanted to end today talking about writing on writing, writing about writing because 
Kiese does that a lot, and many memoirists do. I just wanted to talk about that and how it might 
be showing up in your own writing because normally people who are drawn to write books 
have been influenced by books. It just is the way that it is. Very likely, you were or are a diarist. 
You probably spent a lot of time in the library. Lots of memoirists that I work with are the 
reader in their family. That kind of thing is very common. So, looking at your relationship with 
writing and also with books oftentimes will play a big role in how you work on your own scenes 
and the heritage. There’s another kind of heritage, which is the heritage that we are gifted by 
the books that we read and the authors that we love. 
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I want to make sure to take a little time to talk about this because it’s so influential in Kiese’s 
writing and certainly might be something that you want to bring into your own memoirs. How 
does language impact you and how has it in the past? Certainly, this is language, right? The 
words, of course, in your family…you may or may not come from a family of storytellers, but 
also the language that you have read. What are your writerly influences? Were you a kid who 
grew up going to the library, or was there someone meaningful in your life who gave you a 
book early on, or maybe you were a reluctant reader and came to reading much later in life, in 
your twenties or thirties. Also, very common. Whatever it is, it’s just to say what happened to 
you. It’s not the case that every writer out there knew they were always going to be a writer. 
 
What books or authors might you want to write about, drawing from influences that you might 
have. How have books been friends and companions that in your life inspired you around 
language and words? I think these are really interesting questions to play with and to freewrite 
about because that can infuse your scenes, or those ideas might actually become a scene. Kiese 
has a lot of scenes about writing and books and influences. As Linda Joy said, there’s a whole 
section on James Baldwin, and there’s the whole section on Eudora Welty, and there’s more. I’ll 
quote the Eudora Welty one here in just a second, and the examples. 
 
So, the considerations I put how or whether to talk about your actual writing process or the 
process of writing about your book in your book. For me, I find that very hit or miss, and so I 
just want to put that out there because when people are saying, oh, I’m in the middle of writing 
this memoir, and sometimes people go on a big tangent about the memoir that they are 
actually writing. We see this in our classes. I know it’s absorbing you at the moment, but it 
doesn’t have a long shelf life because when the reader is reading it, the book is out, so it can 
have this kind of strange time warp. I oftentimes recommend that writers don’t do it, so the 
mere purpose of talking about things that are a bit more evergreen than your process of writing 
the book at hand, not to say there’s never a place for it. 
 
LJM:  Well, in his case, he’s doing it because his book is all about that, but most memoirs aren’t. 
That’s the topic. Literature is a topic. 
 
BW:  Yeah, but he doesn’t mention the writing of this memoir in this book, right, so that’s 
another thing just to note that you might want to avoid. 
 
LJM:  I agree. 
 
BW:  The example here from Heavy, here’s when he’s talking about Eudora Welty: 
 
    I felt the weight of “historical context,”  

“quirky racism,” and “bad real racism  
in the eighth-grade classroom, but I also felt  
something else I was embarrassed to admit. 
 I felt of tug toward the interior of Welty’s stories. 
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Even though there were bold boundaries  
between my imagination and Welty’s, when she  
started, “Why I Live at the P.O.” with the sentence  
“I was getting along fine with Mama, Papa-Daddy, 
 and Uncle Rondo until my sister Stella-Rondo was 
 just separated from her husband and came back  
home again,” I didn’t just feel an intimate 
 relationship to Welty’s text; I felt every bit of 
 Jackson, and really every bit of Mississippi  
you taught me to fear. 

 
 
BW:  Of course, we know he’s writing to his mother, so the “you” is his mother, but here you 
get to talk about Welty and who she was as a writer, and how he’s embarrassed to admit that 
he felt a tug toward the interior of her stories, and he ties it back to Jackson. So it’s a really 
beautiful way to think about how you might integrate other people’s writing into your own 
writing because these are influences, right?  
 
Some of you were with us for the Maya Angelou class. But, again, this is just another way. Early 
on, you can see page 14-15, and she’s talking about her early years and stamps, which is 
Arkansas, right? Linda Joy, is that the right state? I think she was in Arkansas. She says: 
 
    During these years in Stamps, I met and  

fell in love with William Shakespeare. He  
was my first white love. Although I enjoyed  
and respected Kipling, Poe, Butler, Thackeray,  
and Henley, I saved my young and loyal passion 
 for Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, 
 James Weldon Johnson, and WEB DuBois’  
Litany of Atlanta. But it was Shakespeare  
who said, “When, in disgrace with fortune  
and men’s eyes”. It was a state with which I 
 felt myself most familiar. 

 
And so I just note that because she’s another one, and lots and lots of writers. Again, I’m 
encouraging you to think about your own influences and then a couple of shorter ones, even 
The Tender Bar, a coming-of-age story, and here’s a little place where he was talking about 
when he’s working in the bookstore, for those of you who remember, with Bud and Bill.  
 

Through a series of rapid, probing questions 
 they ascertained that I was intimately familiar 
 with only The Jungle Book and Minute Biographies.  
They were appalled, and angry with my teachers. 
What are you reading in school right now? Bill asked. 
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Scarlett’s Letter, I said. 
He put a hand over his eyes. Bud sniffed his fist.  
It’s—The Scarlet Letter,” Bud said. Not Scarlett’s. 
 It’s not the sequel to Gone with the Wind. 

 
Again, these are fun references and ways to think about how to bring it in. and then from Gina 
Frangello’s Blow Your House Down: 
 

 I had taught a class for many years called 
 Women on the Verge You know this class:  
Lithium for Medea, The Bell Jar, that kind  
of thing. The kind of class that asks the  
question: Is insanity the only sane response 
to a woman-hating world? 
 

She’s bring in Lithium for Medea, The Bell Jar. So we all have access to these literature 
references in all sorts of different ways. I just think it’s a fun ask for all of you to think about 
how you might want to bring them in, and they can be more esoteric. You certainly do not need 
to have something that everybody knows. If you’re an international writer, for instance, the 
first book that you read, or someone else from where you come from, just all kinds of ways to 
integrate meaning into your work. 
 
LJM:  As long as we understand what were you trying to understand, or what did you get out of 
it, so that the reader can be with you in following that, and then they’ll think about it 
themselves, so it’s kind of a universal takeaway, too. 
 
BW:  Absolutely, and that’s a really good point. I think because we’re a smaller class we can 
take people’s questions. People are putting questions in the window as well, so we’ll answer 
those, but if you would like to come on and share, just raise your hand and let us know, and we 
can actually let you speak. Linda Joy, if you want to grab some things from the chat that look 
interesting, please do. 
 
LJM:  I’ll do that also. 
 
BW:  I’ll just start with this one from LLT that says: Can you talk about other writers’ work, i.e., 
naming them without obtaining their permission first? 
 
That really is totally fine, LLT, to do that, because especially if they’re in the public space 
because they have written a book, you’re allowed to reference other people’s work. What 
you’re not allowed to do is quote another person’s writing beyond fifty words without 
permission. So if you want to verbatim, use someone else’s text or prose, you’d have to write to 
the publisher to obtain permission. It can be expensive, but a lot of people are dead, so you’re 
talking about obtaining permission from people oftentimes who are no longer living. So it’s the 
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publisher or the estate that you have to solicit permission from, and it can get expensive and 
kind of tedious. I usually recommend that my writers paraphrase under fifty words. 
 
LJM:  That, and you can mention the title with them. In some of these places, the title is not 
copyrighted. You can mention the title and then look at what did you get out of it, and so on. 
 
I noticed they’re talking in the chat about, “I noticed a shift in tone as he aged in the story.” 
Wasn’t sure if that was intentional, but it was effective. And then somebody else said that the 
shift had to do with the fact that the deadline for the book set up the writing, so he regretfully 
wasn’t able to spend as much time. I didn’t hear about that. Did you hear anything about that? 
 
BW:  I didn’t, actually. It’s interesting to think about pacing. Perhaps you heard a story about his 
deadline, but I think it’s interesting. He did say in class last week that in order to get to the adult 
story, he had to make you care about that little boy. I think it’s very important to know because 
he seems very intentional. He doesn’t strike me as a person who just rushed it for a deadline, 
but I might not know the story. But the reality is that lots of times with coming-of-age stories, it 
will be more heavily on the coming-of-age part, and then the adult journey does intentionally 
sort of speed up because you’re covering a lot more years. I think there’s a question of pacing 
to consider for Heavy, but also for all of your own books depending on the length of time you’re 
attempting to cover in your book. 
 
LJM:  Pacing is a question that you usually have to write out a lot first and then come back and 
edit it and figure out what you’re going to keep. But I’ve seen it a couple of times when there 
was a lot of careful writing up until three-quarters of the way through, and then a boom, kind 
of a big, quick ending. The Glass Castle was a little bit like that. All of a sudden there’s this 
ending, but it’s all right because sometimes we have to make those choices. 
 
BW:  Yeah, absolutely. And R. is saying: “I use a lot of Japanese terms in my dialogue because I 
grew up there. I don’t want to translate every little thing.” 
 
If you don’t want to do that, I think what you have to do is make it clear in your response. Let’s 
say you put out a little snippet of dialogue in Japanese and chose not to translate it, in your 
response you would have to put in the context that makes it clear to the reader what the 
question was or what the quip was because, obviously, most people don’t speak Japanese and 
won’t know what you’re talking about. So, it is okay as long as you are tending to the fact that 
people don’t know what it means. There’s lots of ways to do that. There’s lots of ways to play 
with your own language and to integrate it into your response, so that’s my recommendation. 
 
LJM:  I agree in the sense that I’m frustrated if I read a book and there’s a lot of other language 
stuff going on, and I have no idea what’s going on.  But I’ve seen it done well, where in the 
response to the original text, it’ll be in reflection. Every time I heard the word da-da-da-da-da, I 
always felt blah-blah-blah. Then we’re like okay. We get the contextual understanding. 
 
BW:  Yeah, absolutely. 
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LJM:  Someone is asking about using songs, which I think is a good question. What about using 
licensed songs? Motown had a huge impact on my growing up and I use references, the 
Supremes and the Temptations. Can we use lyrics?” No. You want to respond as a publisher? 
I’m always having to answer this with memoir students. 
 
BW:  It’s the same thing as before. It’s expensive. So yeah, lyrics in particular, poetry and song 
lyrics are very expensive, so if there’s something that you just must, must, must have, then I 
think set aside a budget. Otherwise, it’s really important that you not use it, but you can 
reference the song. You can say, “We danced to…” whatever your favorites. 
 
LJM:  Titles are all right. 
 
BW:  Yeah, titles are totally fine. Maybe think, Angela, about Kiese when he was talking about 
lists. Maybe you could say the song titles, da-da-da and da-da-da. 
 
LJM:  Every time a song came on. 
 
BW:  It could be a compilation that you were able to do. Then, if Motown was a major 
influence—this is for anybody where songs is a major influence, perhaps a song list. We just had 
Lisa Cross Smith on our podcast last week, I believe. She was awesome. A writer from Kentucky 
who was also a lister. In the interview, she’s listing. It was incredible. How was she doing that 
just off the cuff. And then in her book she has song lists. People do play lists in their memoirs, 
so if it’s a major theme of your book, a play list can be completely appropriate, and you 
certainly don’t have to obtain permission to make a play list. 
 
LJM:  That’s a good question. I don’t know about the money, but my guess is that it’s at least a 
few hundred dollars to more than that. 
 
BW:  It depends on how famous. We just had to solicit some lyrics from Hallelujah, which is 
obviously an incredibly famous song, and they wanted $1,200 for three lines. So that’s 
expensive.  
 
E. says: “The issue of language was there from the very beginning the way his mother and 
grandmother always correcting him, redirecting his natural mode of expression, and using 
language to talk about the direction of his future.” 
 
That’s a really great insight. I love that because it’s right. It’s almost like the book was this portal 
for his own expression, and he’s speaking to his mother. If we think about books, in part at 
least, as a healing journey, a bit of reclaiming himself. I think that’s really inspiring. 
 
LJM:  How interesting it was to really think for a minute between the way he writes to his 
mother. He goes through so many different moods, between accusation, between apology, 
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between thank you, to this is our mutual pain. The emotional themes were just amazing to 
follow through there as he wrote them. 
 
BW:  I think it’s a really beautiful example of a book that touches up on the complexity of 
relationships of someone who has hurt you, who has been violent toward you, who has 
violated you, whom you also love, who has given you everything. It’s just not an easy thing to 
do. We’ve seen a lot of people writing what feels like revenge memoirs or painting people into 
very simplistic, evil, good/bad narratives. Of course, people are not that way, so we’ll speak 
about that in the character class more next week, but I think the thing is to feel into the portrait 
complexity, specifically with his mother, but with a lot of them. They’ve done a lot of bad 
things, and they’re good people. It’s really powerful, another reason to reread it. 
 
LJM:  There are so many characters in his book, and he wanted to get them and their voices 
correct, so we’ll dive into character development next week. But I think we all struggle over 
what is fair in the way I’m presenting someone, the way my voice enters into their presentation 
and their world: what they say, what they do. Am I being fair? I know a lot of people in our 
classes talk about that question. 
 
BW:  It reminds me, last fall when we had Gina Frangello on in the women’s class. She was 
talking about not writing herself as a precious character. Kiese spoke to that in different terms. 
He’s saying I’m not going to basically let myself off the hook when he was getting into that 
whole thing, the girl who essentially got raped in that room. That character saw no difference 
between Kiese and the other characters, and I think that’s a really important thing. So he puts 
himself in the space of complicity. He’s being very hard on himself, you might say.  
 
But I thought it was so powerful how he kept coming back to this question of I wanted to know 
how it felt in their body. This leads to the next question that’s coming in. It’s direct, so not 
everyone is seeing it, that says: “Kiese mentioned Heavy being a reported memoir.” I wanted to 
touch on that with that question because he’s going around to his mother’s ex-boyfriend, kids 
he grew up with, asking them what happened and how did you see yourself and blah, blah, 
blah; but also asking that question of what did that feel like in your body. That’s a really 
profound and provocative question to ask yourselves because when we’re teaching scene, 
we’re asking you to embody your felt experience. So Kiese is going around and asking people 
what was your felt experience, what was happening in your body. I’d love for you to say what 
you think about reported memoir, Linda Joy. It’s not really like a thing. 
 
LJM:  What was fun is that I have a journalism background. I interview people. Great, journalism 
is a background. Also, a lot of people ask me this question: We hear in the memoir discussions, 
“don’t talk to anyone until you’ve written a whole memoir,” which may very well be a good 
idea, particularly when it comes to family, but it isn’t a rule that applies to everyone. He had a 
certain intention in interviewing these people. He wanted to know what it felt like in their body 
because he knew what it felt like in his body, and he’d been carrying the memory and the guilt 
of all of that all those years. It’ll either be good news or bad news what he finds out from them, 
but some of us—I was one of them—I needed to find out what people saw, what was their 
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reaction, what was their opinion, even if I didn’t like the answer, which was that I should shut 
up and go away. But I didn’t shut up and I didn’t go away. 
 
BW:  If I could, just because I want to follow up on my saying that it’s not a thing, just so you all 
know what he meant by that was just simply he was interviewing his subjects. Some of you 
shouldn’t do that. It depends on your relationships with people. Some of you might not have 
the opportunity to do that. People are dead, you’re estranged, whatever the question might be, 
so I think it’s a term that I’ve never heard anyone else use. That’s why I say it’s not a thing. I 
love that Kiese used it because in so doing he makes it a thing. But all it means is that he 
interviewed the people in his memoir. I think you really need to ask yourselves if that is 
appropriate for your story because for some people who are too porous in their own 
personalities, that is actually a very slippery, dangerous slope because you can’t differentiate 
your own remembrances from theirs. People can have a negative impact on you in the sense 
that say, “It didn’t happen that way. This is what happened.” You can have a sibling or someone 
doing that to you. So just be mindful. It’s there, and it may or may not work for you. 
 
LJM:  I agree. I didn’t mean to skip over that very important thing that you just said is that we 
each need to decide how can we best write our story and our version of  our story and avoid 
influence, then stay away from talking to other people while you’re writing. 
 
BW:  Can I also say this comment, which I just think is insightful from A.: “The ends of some 
memoirs leave me cold because writers seem to try to make things better than they are. I love 
how Kiese leaves the messiness and intentionally steps away from the need for resolution.” 
Thank you for writing that, Alina, because I agree. He spoke to that as well, that he didn’t really 
want resolution, and so we’ll also address that next week when we talk about characters. 
 
LJM:  There’s a tendency to…we might wish it could be, but how do we come to terms with the 
messiness. 
 
BW:  Jean is asking: “What do you do with your previous drafts?” I would save them. What you 
could do is, if you don’t want them to live on your computer, put them in the Cloud or put them 
on a thumb drive. I’ve done that, put my old books on a thumb drive, and then actually put the 
thumb drive in a file folder. That’s something, because you never know. What if you were to 
become famous and all of your work is to be stored at the library of some university? You want 
to save your drafts. 
 
LJM:  You might want to edit out the first one or two. 
 
BW:  Well, exactly. If something is very incendiary and hurtful and you never want anyone to 
find it, it’s up to you, of course. You can throw it away. Be mindful of what survives you. If 
you’re really doing a danger draft that Kiese speaks to, and you’re writing things that are hurtful 
because you need to get it out, as Kiese said that he did, he wrote everything. Some of those 
things might need to be destroyed because they could be found by people. It’s up to you every 
single piece of the way. These are your records. 
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Well, thank you all very much. There’s a lot of good questions and commentary. I’m excited 
about the arc of this class and talking about character next week, specifically, because Kiese 
taught one character, and I think the springboard of having Kiese’s class. So if anybody didn’t 
have a chance to watch it yet, please do for next time. If you don’t have it, let me know, and I 
will send it to you. Also, if you haven’t listened to his audio book, that’s a good thing to do while 
cruising around your neighborhood, driving in the car. It’s very worthwhile. 
 
LJM:  It really is. Thank you all for joining us tonight, and we look forward to more time with you 
and Kiese’s new book. 
 
BW:  Yeah, always. Thanks, everybody. We’ll see you next week. Email me if you need anything. 
Thanks, everyone. 
 
LJM:  Bye. 
 
END 
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CLASS 2 

 
What Made Heavy a Bestselling Memoir 

Character 
 
 
BW:  Welcome to Class 2: Character: What Made Heavy a Bestselling Memoir. I’m Brooke, you 
all know, just reiterating for the recording that I’m teaching by myself today. Linda Joy had a 
conflict she couldn’t get out of, so happy to see all of you. 
 
Character. What a treat because this, of course, was what Kiese talked on a couple of weeks 
ago, as you all remember. So I’m going to be expanding on some of the things that he said, 
commenting on some of what he said that I thought was particularly interesting, but also 
pointing out in Heavy, what some of the things are that really worked. And what are some of 
the lessons all of us can learn from and about character. 
 
Character is one of those things in memoir, a craft element of memoir some memoirs pay really 
close attention to and do a great job evolving their own characters. Sometimes you’ll hear that 
a memoir is “character driven,” which means that it has a unique or extra amount of character 
development, maybe even more so than carrying the story in a plot kind of way. That said, of 
course, every memoir needs to have story and needs to have plot, but of course the plot is 
carried along by the characters in your memoir, and then you are also a character in your 
memoir. 
 
So we’re keeping all these things in mind as we think about this class today and what we’re 
covering. I’m very excited to teach character. We dedicate a whole class to character in our six-
month class, so it’s also a very familiar space for me to be thinking about and teaching. When I 
read people’s memoirs, I see hit or miss sometimes. Well, I shouldn’t say memoirs. What I 
mean is submissions for class in terms of how they’re tracking character and what they’re 
thinking about. We’ll talk about character development and characterization today in addition 
to some of the stuff that Kiese is doing well.  
 
We’re starting with craft: character development and characterization as the first section of 
class tonight because I want to make sure that everybody really understands what the craft 
element of today’s class are before we get into some of the specifics about Heavy and things 
that Kiese did in his book. To define these two things as we’re thinking about our own stories. 
Character development follows the arc of any given character through the course of the 
memoir. Your characters are growing over the course of your entire memoir, and you need to 
be paying attention to how they’re changing, but sometimes you’re building upon what the 
reader already knows.  
 
One of the things that is a bit of a pet peeve for me when I read memoir is introducing a 
character that we’ve already read about or already know, as if we don’t know who they are. I 
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think it’s meant to be reiterative, but it ends up feeling redundant. Also, there’s an intimacy 
that gets created with memoir, and you want to remember that when you’re working on your 
memoirs, that the intimacy is like oh, we know that person that you talked about before. 
There’s this sense of almost treating your reader as if you’re sitting in an intimate setting with 
them, whatever that intimate setting is for you, whether that’s on a couch or having a coffee or 
having a drink. So, think about that as you’re writing, and be thinking about that as you’re 
describing your characters to someone else as well, that it doesn’t need to be so formal all the 
time.  
 
You also want to vary up how you describe your characters. That’s going to happen when you 
get into characterization because characterization is writing about what a character is like. The 
most obvious is what their complexion is or what their hair style is or what they’re wearing or 
their mannerisms. But we are going to go more deeply into is indirectly doing this as well, which 
is describing their personality traits and their mannerisms and how they behave, to show the 
reader what their character is like. 
 
So, the direct characterization is saying this is what this person looks like. This is how you would 
recognize them on the street. The indirect is saying this is what this person is like in their 
mannerisms and their character. Of course, throughout the book, Kiese is doing that. What I 
think is cool about the fact that Kiese taught this section is that he chose character as his topic. 
He wanted to teach character because he thinks about character in a really unique way. You’ll 
remember that he talked about wanting to be singular, but he also talked about what he was 
saying about his characters—that he wanted to describe them in a way he wouldn’t describe 
any other person on the planet but that person. It gives you a task, of course, to think through 
how you would describe a person in a way you would describe no one else. Also, he said that 
that person also would recognize themselves and agree. I appreciated that part as well. I think 
it’s an interesting thing to think about when you’re considering your characters and the justice 
you want to do with your characters. 
 
All characters are complex. No matter how you think about your characters, some of your 
characters, of course, are going to be people who hurt you. Some of your characters are going 
to be people who you might hate or hold a grudge against, but you still have to render them on 
the page as a unique person with some redeeming qualities. Most people—I’m sure we can 
argue this—most people are not all good or all bad. We’re going to be thinking about the 
entirety of that, and I think Kiese did that well with his antagonist, Malachi Hunter. He was 
probably the most profound person that Kiese was able to humanize despite his feelings about 
him.  
 
So, in character development, there’s yourself. You are the one that you are mostly developing 
when you’re writing your memoir, and in Kiese’s case he develops himself from boy to young 
man. Whatever the arc of your own narrative journey is, the development of yourself is part of 
the arc, and that’s going to vary depending on whether you have a memoir that lasts a very 
short period of time. Perhaps you’re writing about a year-long period versus a memoir that 
lasts decades. You changed in various ways over periods of time, of course, but most people 
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who are choosing to write something in a short period, like a year or two years or three years, 
you’re choosing that because something profound happened during that particular time. For 
that reason, it’s more likely than not that you will have changed quite a bit from point A to 
point B. Tracking your own self and your development and how you thought about things is 
hugely important to your character development. We’ll get into this in a later class about 
meaning making because part of tracking how you make sense of things and how you 
synthesize your thoughts and ideas and reactions are directly connected to how you make 
meaning at different stages of your life and, therefore, at different stages of your memoir. 
 
Kiese develops a lot of people. We have his mother, and that person is being exposed. Kiese 
gives last names. He’s told us this in his class. Beulah Beauford and Malachai Hunter, for 
instance. He said that he wanted Beulah Beauford to be someone you remembered. So, in that 
case, it was a choice, and not all of his characters have a first and last name. I appreciated how 
he spoke to really thinking about how he named people, and I’m going to talk about that in just 
a moment. But that’s one way to give emphasis to particular characters over others. 
 Then, we had Abby Claremont and Nzola Johnston, and the reason I wanted to bring them up is 
because I’m going to talk about Nzola in just a moment. These were two relationships that he 
had. Very different girls, obviously. Abby was a white girl. His mom basically gets violent with 
him at one point for being with Abby and says, Abby just wants to press the limits and see what 
it’s like to date a Black guy. So there’s some racial tension there.  
 
With Nzola, too, there’s violence in that relationship. We see a lot of what Kiese is dealing with 
in his meaningful relationships and the ways in which violence is at the center of them, and 
that’s another recurring theme that he’s dealing with. I wanted to point out as a specific 
example, Nzola. We could have chosen any single person in the book, but Nzola is an 
interesting character because she doesn’t last in the actual book for that many pages. But you 
get a very clear picture of who she is and what she meant to Kiese. And also a really interesting 
balance between what I would call the light and the dark, this sort of balance—the balance 
between writing the heavy versus the lighter kinds of experiences. Nzola is meaningful to him, 
but Nzola is complicated to him as well. 
 
So, direct characterization is what does Nzola look like. What does he see when he sees Nzola? 
He sees her:  
 

“…walk past his table, rocking the bushiest eyebrows  
and deepest frown lines of anyone I’ve ever met  
other than Grandmama.”  
 

So that is characterization in that bushy eyebrows and frown lines are direct characteristics of 
Nzola. And there’s throughout the book, tons and tons of these examples of what people look 
like.  
 
Indirect is in a scene with Nzola, that: 

 “…she felt safer when she felt smaller around me. She  
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said I seemed happier in my smaller body. I asked her  
how sexy she’d think I was if she could see my cheekbones,  
my hipbones, my clavicle. I told Nzola losing weight made  
me feel like I was from the future, like I could literally fly  
away from folk when I wanted to.” “You are so crazy,” she  
said. “I love losing weight, I told her.” 
 

You all can read the rest of this scene and remind yourself what happens, but one of the things 
about Nzola is that she does not really like that he’s losing weight so fast. It makes her 
uncomfortable, and they have some volatility, not uniquely around that; around a lot of things, 
but this is a complex interaction between Nzola and Kiese, and he really condenses the 
intensity of that into this section, like I said, that lasts maybe thirty pages that Nzola is in the 
book. Malachai Hunter and Ray Gunn and other guys show up interspersed in here also, so this 
is not thirty pages of Nzola. It’s Nzola sort of smattered throughout, and that’s what you all 
want to be thinking about when you’re tracking your characters. 
 
I want you to be able to do this kind of character tracking for yourselves, so I’m not going to 
read all the examples line for line, but I am going to encourage you to character track, whether 
it’s in this book or any book.  
 
Where do the characters show up? What happens? It’s page 122 that Kiese meets Nzola for the 
first time. They start to eat cake together. That’s really where they have their moment. They 
start bonding over five days in a row of red velvet cake. The intimacy builds, and she confesses 
never wanting to stop kissing him, but Nzola has a boyfriend. It’s not until she gets back that 
Nzola and Kiese start having a sexual relationship, and by page 159, they’re breaking up after a 
series of lots of things. They’re getting into trouble together. They’re having sex. She is 
objecting to him losing so much weight so fast. So, it’s a great section to observe for yourselves 
because you could easily get in there and read pages 122-159 and just think about how Kiese is 
tending to the character development of Nzola, and she’s only one character, obviously, in this 
whole book full of characters.  
 
I think one of the best studies, of course, for any writer to figure out how to do this well, is to 
give yourself the space and time to think, what is this author doing, and how are they building 
the character, and how do I feel about Nzola and Kiese after I’m done. That answer, of course, is 
going to vary for each one of us. What I felt was this very complicated relationship, a real 
coming-of-age relationship, someone who impacts you in such a way that certainly has highs 
and lows and positives and negatives pretty indicative of this sort of young love kind of 
relationship that many of us have probably gone through and know well. You can use this chart 
on the slides as a baseline, and you can build out with your own observations. 
 
Normally, this would be Linda Joy’s section that we’re moving into. I’m monitoring the chat, and 
thank you all for hanging with only me today, but we’re talking about creating dynamic and 
complex characters in this next section. 
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How to think about your characters; this is another one. How do they present visually? That is 
direct characterization. What is their attitude toward life, toward stress? This is indirect 
characterization. Both are necessary. Both are equally important. It’s also really important 
when you do direct characterization. I’ve seen this with some of my students: every single 
person who enters the scene is described, “She wore a black shirt and white shoes.” Describe 
the outfit like you’re dressing a doll. Then describe the hair and whether or not they had 
glasses. The problem is the monotony, and so you want to figure out how do you break that up 
in such a way. “Nzola is rocking bushy eyebrows.” We remember what Kiese shared about 
Layla; Layla, with her acid-washed jeans, and smelled like shea butter. Other unique kinds of 
things that are not just the everyday dress up your doll and give them some characteristics. You 
want to try to think outside of that box and be more singular. What are the things that motivate 
your characters? 
 
I invite you to think about this for every single character in your book: what are facial 
expressions, gestures? The other thing that’s really interesting is that people change with their 
tics and their nervous expressions over time. Sometimes people gain them; sometimes people 
lose them. People talk with their hands. There’s all kinds of things that people do, and think 
about that. If you don’t have access to people in your memoir, they’re estranged or maybe 
they’ve passed on, if you have family movies or even just photographs to try to sit with them 
and remember how they behaved and what some of the things were that they did, their 
expressions. These are really meaningful ways to evoke people, the clothing, the way of moving 
in the world. 
 
Linda Joy talks a lot about the fact that she didn’t remember what her mother was wearing 
when she was five years old. Her mother came on the train from Chicago, but she knew how 
her mother dressed, and so she went to the Sears catalogue and was like, oh, yeah, this kind of 
really put together suit with the hat of the era. Then she was able to describe it with some 
specificity. That really matters, especially when you’re describing the outfits of an era. 
 
Kiese, when he’s talking about acid-washed jeans, that’s very ‘80s. So whatever you’re writing 
about, think about what people wore during those times, not just because your character 
would have worn that, but also because it can place us in an era: bell bottoms, whatever things 
there are in the world that people are wearing from different eras. Then, think about what 
would distinguish one character from any other character in the world. That’s certainly taken 
directly from Kiese’s teaching. I love that he said that because I think it’s challenging all of you 
to think a little bit more deeply about your characters and how you’re going to present them to 
the world.  
 
These are just some other exercises for you. Print out these slides. We’re packing a lot of 
information into these slides. One reason is because there’s just so much big content. The other 
reason is that we want you to go away and work on some of these exercises and think about 
how to integrate these teachings into your own work and to have a really clear handle on 
characters. It’s essential to your memoir. 
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When I think about all the best memoirs I’ve read, it’s the characters who stand out. It’s really 
the people. And oftentimes, of course, there’s the memoirist, him or herself, whom you admire, 
love, fall in love with, who stands by your side as your favorite memoirist of all times. Why is 
that? It’s because of how they wrote, but it’s also how they render themselves on the page.  
 
So Kiese is the primary character in this book, but obviously so are his grandmother and his 
mother. Uniquely, he’s writing the dialogue to his mother. He’s addressing his mother directly 
in this book, as you all know, and that’s not common at all. It’s very well-executed. I happen to 
find it mesmerizing in a sense, very different, but the vast majority of you are not going to do 
that. It’s pretty unique to Kiese’s writing style.  So instead, you’ll narrate from the “I,” not 
addressing someone in that letter form, but you are paying attention to maybe categorizing 
your characters as to who is primary and who is secondary. 
 
Lots of times it’s only one or two other primary characters besides yourself. Then, the 
secondary characters are the vast majority of everyone else. In this case, Abby and Malachi and 
Ray Gunn, all the guys, LaThon and…There are tons and tons of people in this book, many of 
whom get a scene. Even his coach, for instance, I would say he’s a secondary character. The 
tertiary characters are really the ones who just play barely a role, maybe very much a 
supporting role. But Linda Joy was the one who put together these slides, put on pages 82-83, 
when his mother is pulled over by the police, Kiese uses that to really show us something about 
his mother and how she behaved in that situation and how conscious she was of their diction 
and grammar and speaking correctly.  
But there was so much in that scene about fear and how you behave and her feelings about 
being a Black woman in the South, but also about Kiese raising a Black boy. So every scene is 
filled with so much meaning. Nothing is wasted here. It’s always a question of what you are 
trying to show in this scene, and I think Kiese is uniquely good at always a payoff. There is a 
scene, and he is never going to miss the opportunity to show you why that matters. Oftentimes 
that’s being done toward an eye on characters and their meaning.  
 
 
Composites. Kiese spoke to composites, the fact that two brothers became Dougie…The main 
thing I want to say about composites is that it’s okay. People get worked up about it. Some 
people think it’s fiction if you do that. It’s not. It’s okay. You are allowed to create composites. 
It’s expected. Sometimes you need to protect people, disguise people. Sometimes you need to 
do it for the sake of device. It’s something that’s going to support the book in a way.  
 
I feel the same way about simple fudges to the timeline. You’re not changing emotional truth, 
just changing things in such a way intentionally that supports the telling of the story to convey 
the things that matter. Kiese also spoke to naming conventions, thinking about the characters. I 
have a lot of memoirs that have three Daves in the story or two Marys or whatever it is. 
Definitely change people’s names in that sense, it can be really hard to track. But when you’re 
writing your first draft, use real names. Let those matter for your sake.  
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As the slide says, “Original names carry energy and memory,” and that is so true. If you start to 
change people’s names when you’re working on early drafts, you could get confused. But I 
think the more important thing is that you’d distance yourself from the intensity of that person 
and your interaction with them. So all of these ideas about name changing and stuff can 
happen in later drafts, and I think that’s an important consideration. 
 
I do want to address LLT’s question in the chat about direct or indirect characterization. Can it 
be slanted toward your feeling regarding this person, or should you let this person’s actions 
alone be interpreted by the reader? I think you can’t not slant. Part of what’s beautiful about 
memoirs is that it’s slanted. The whole work is your interpretation, your memory of something, 
and so how you remember someone is always going to be tainted—and I want to use that 
neutrally, not in a bad way, but tainted by your own memory and lens and the passing of time.  
 
There are going to be people who you remember in a more positive and negative light for all 
kinds of reasons. You admire them, they hurt you. I kind of love that word “slanted.” Don’t be 
afraid to do that. It really is okay. This is your emotional rendering of something. It’s your 
interpretation, and nobody gets to take that away from you. It's meant to be based on facts and 
what happened, and it is what happened, but it’s through your very unique filter, and that’s 
part of the beauty of it, honestly. It’s what I love. So, a great question, LLT. Thank you. 
 
We’re going to touch briefly upon interviewing and/or reporting in part because Kiese 
mentioned the reporting, and people last week said, “Well, what’s a reported memoir?” So I did 
look into it a little bit. I think I had confessed last week that I had never before actually heard of 
that term. So, as immersed as I am in memoir, people are inventing new ways of thinking and 
talking about things all the time, which is great. But let’s consider interviewing. 
 
I want to be really, really clear. Kiese had a strong motivation—people can correct me, or if they 
disagree. We can have a conversation about this. I believe that Kiese really wanted to 
understand his own role. When he talked about being complicit, he wanted not to let himself 
off the hook. He was saying, “I participated in all of these hard things and this violence in 
hurting people.” His memoir is so much about being hurt and about violence, among many, 
many other things, but it’s also so much about his body. It is the being heavy part, and then the 
sort of drastic weight loss.  
 
So he had this experience of his body, and I think he was trying to reclaim some of that body 
awareness, body memory. And so for him, I think the interviewing was really essential to 
understanding and maybe to also the rigor of pushing his ideas out there and then having 
someone agree or disagree. That’s part of Kiese’s genius. He is incredible when he talks about 
revision. He’s someone who clearly has a capacity to look at something and not see a static 
picture, which is a beautiful gift for a memoirist. So consider that for yourself. 
 
Memoir is massaging your past. It’s figuring it out and making sense of it and shaping it into a 
narrative that feels true. I think he was gathering interviews as a way to fill in the gaps and to 
do that massaging and shaping. For him, I don’t know what boundaries he might have had on 
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the interviewing. He obviously said that if Layla had not wanted him to share, he wouldn’t have, 
but he still would have written it. Each of you is going to have your own different boundaries 
around it, but I want to be clear with interviewing that it can also get to be too much. It can 
create a situation where other people’s memories are interfering with your own. Depending on 
how porous a person you are, that could potentially be problematic, so be mindful. 
 
He posed this question, “What did your body feel?” I love that. He seemed to have really gone 
in with the intention of that. Maybe you have a similar or different intention, and that’s great. 
Then, just caution, that you do not need to interview in order to have a good memoir. Kiese did, 
and a lot of people do, but if it feels right to you, then that’s great.  
 
It’s really interesting to be thinking about people’s motivations and what makes sense. What 
kinds of questions do you want to ask? Then, the third point here says, “Reported memoir just 
means using the skills of reportage to integrate into your story.” So Kiese has those skills, and 
he really wanted to report, but do you? What are the facts of your story? What needs to be 
filled in? Do you need to research? Do you need to revisit beyond the past of what you 
remember? Again, you can write a memoir without research, without going beyond what you 
remember. That is very common, but some people want to and need to dig in more deeply to 
flesh out what they don’t remember.  
 
I truly sense that Kiese has this rigorous process that he wanted to put himself through in order 
to better understand his own past. I think that’s a really beautiful intention. I also think it’s very 
difficult. You’re all going to bump up against difficult emotions, and there’s just that question of 
do you want to keep doing that. He spoke, at the end, of the cost. He said there’s a cost to 
doing this stuff, and that is certainly true. He’s not the first person that I’ve heard say that. So, a 
consideration for all of you. Then again, just caution on both of these.  
 
Your book is not less than or inferior in any way if this is not on your radar, but I simply wanted 
to address it because we’re sitting here as fans of Kiese, and he’s saying, “I reported and I 
interviewed,” and some of you might have walked away from that saying, “Oh, no, I absolutely 
need to.” The answer is, if it feels right to you, then absolutely wonderful. And if it doesn’t, you 
do not. These are choices that we make along the way. It’s really, really important to know that 
there are all kinds of ways to creatively interpret your story. That’s why I love these series 
because we get to hear from so many different kinds of memoirists. 
 
Writing the Light and the Dark, which would have been Linda Joy’s final section, so thank you 
all for hanging with me. We talk about this a fair amount in our six-month class. There’s a best 
practice--to be mindful about how much of this harder content you write when you sit down to 
do more traumatic writing. Set a timer, for instance, that you may be writing for ten, or fifteen, 
or not more than twenty minutes. Be careful when you go into trauma writing or any of the 
kind of stuff that Kiese was getting into with regard to violence and complicity. Even the part 
with Nzola where she’s punching him in the face, it’s disturbing. It’s not easy to read. There’s a 
lot of stuff that’s not easy to read, so you can imagine it’s not easy to write. There are violations 
here throughout, and so to balance that—and he certainly does balance it with a lot of 
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friendships and the other things he writes about. Each of you want to be thinking about your 
characters in the same way, that each person is also a balance of these traits. 
 
To state the obvious, we are all complicated. Who among us doesn’t know someone that we 
love and hate, that we admire for certain aspects of who they are, and also resent profoundly. 
Lots of times these people are intimate members of our families. There’s a very common 
experience, for instance, of being the apple of your father’s eye, and then having something 
happen perhaps in adolescence or teenage or adulthood that broke that sense of innocence 
that we have around our parents being so amazing. That’s complicating. 
 
That’s why we want to get into these exercises, the technique here that says: “List the positive 
traits and descriptions. What do you like abut them?” List the negatives as well. Put a column 
and say what are the things that work wonderfully and not so wonderfully about these people 
that I’m writing about, and to create this very nuanced portrait. Malachi Hunter is an asshole. 
No two ways about it. He hurt Kiese’s mom. He hurt Kiese. He is also an interesting character. I 
think Kiese does him justice in the book. He is also striving in a world that makes it very difficult 
for a Black man like him to succeed. So there are moments when I think he’s saying this is also a 
human life, a complicated one. He lets the reader make up their own mind rather than 
condemning or judging. Those are always really bad leads to come into your own memoir 
saying, oh, this person is such a jerk, and I’m going to decimate them on the page. I have read 
revenge memoirs before, and they don’t work. People don’t appreciate that. It might take you 
several times to get through it. 
 
There’s a great story that Mary Karr says about her memoir, Lit, in which she says, “The first 
draft was all my husband’s fault. In the second draft it was all my fault. And finally, in the third 
draft I was able to balance and show that it was both or our faults.” And so sometimes you 
need to work through what happened. Sometimes you need to be, “You huge jerk. I’m going to 
write the revenge version.” But that can be for yourself, and you can get it out of your system 
and then integrate what is true on the page. I think that Kiese spoke to that also really 
beautifully about writing it all, writing it for yourself. 
 
LLT has a good question here about whether balancing with a bit of humor can come across as 
flippant. You have to experiment, and it totally depends on your voice. Flippant is not flippant 
just because it’s humorous or funny. I think tone in a book is hard to execute sometimes. 
Something you mean to be funny might read sarcastically, so I think this is really where you 
want to get your beta readers and figure out your voice. But, for sure, experiment with it, 
especially if you’re a person who enjoys humor writing, if that is part of how you make sense of 
the world. There’s dark humor, my goodness. Gallows humor is a thing and can be really 
profound in memoir, but I have to say so much of that is in the execution. 
 
Resolution? As Kiese spoke to you, he was not about resolving stuff. That’s not what he set out 
to do. I appreciate that tremendously. We’re conditioned as a society to look for resolution. 
Most of our movies have resolution. We’re taught that stories are supposed to have resolution. 
I think it’s why where to end your memoir is hard because it’s this question of you should end 
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on having figured it all out somehow. But of course that’s not what happens. It’s not what 
happens here. Kiese is exploring. It’s an excavation of emotion and his involvement in this story 
that he’s telling.  
 
I think lack of resolution is actually wonderful. It’s not for everyone. If you have resolution, 
that’s great. Some people are telling a story. For instance, I worked on a memoir a long time 
ago where the woman who was writing the book could not carry a baby to term, and so her 
mother ended up carrying her biological child to full term and delivering the baby. That book 
had to have a resolution. That was the story. It was about the fact that she couldn’t get 
pregnant. This insane thing happened. The baby was born, and the end was there’s the baby. If 
she had left that with well, maybe the baby wasn’t born, that would have been traumatic for 
the reader. I don’t want to suggest that no stories have resolution. Some of you are coming to 
your memoir because you have profound resolution. You were addicted and you got over it. 
You lost a child, and there’s something that happened later that allowed you to carry on. 
Maybe it was finding faith. Many stories require that. It’s just that not all do.  
 
If there is lack of resolution in your book, one of the things Linda Joy and I find important in 
teaching our students is permission, permission for your story to be what your story is. Track 
where your characters enter and disappear in the text. This is all about what’s happening with 
your characters. What’s the function of each character? I love this. Allow it to be messy if it 
was, is a great piece of advice, and also this thing that Linda Joy put in here wearing her 
therapist hat. Shame can drive us to create idealized characters and endings. Yes, we have 
certainly seen that. Your family or someone is pressing on you, whether that is in real life or just 
in your imagination, to do it well. Hey, we’re good people. Don’t let people think badly of us. 
Consider that as you’re working on your own work. 
 
I’m leaving you all with these exercises. I actually think it would be fun to do them for a few 
minutes because we have time. When we do exercises in our memoir classes, oftentimes we 
just do something for three to five minutes. So I’m just going to do three minutes, and it will go 
by very quickly, and we’re just going to do one or the other. 
 
List the negative traits and characteristics for a given character. How do they challenge you? 
What is the background of this person? Obviously, I’ll leave the slide up so you can think about 
it. Don’t mute our judgment or your hate. That’s important. Unleash the negativity and see 
what transpires. Do not do this about yourself, please. This is not an exercise to do for the self. 
We’re going to try it for another person who is in your memoir.  
 
Then, on Exercise 2, this is yourself. List your own dark and light characteristics, five of each. 
Free write what you feel about these traits. How did you come to struggle with them? How do 
these characteristics show up in the arc of your story.  We’re just going to do three minutes, 
and then we’ll move into a Q&A time, but I will hold the time, and for people who can’t or don’t 
want to do it, you can stretch, and the three minutes will go by fast. Go!  
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We’re going to move into the last ten minutes of Q&A. A couple of you are asking about the 
slides. It is possible to get them as PDFs. I will drop the PDFs into a Dropbox for you all, so that 
people who want to download them and print them can.  
 
I want to point your attention to some of the good comments coming across. Jean makes the 
point to underscore this thing about Malachi that he’s writing about systemic racism on 
campus, and in spite of all the horrible things that Malachi did to his mom, his questions and 
guidance were poignant and loving in a way. Yes, I think that’s exactly why he’s such a good 
example of writing about someone that you have these conflicted emotions about and why that 
was unique and skillful. 
 
Any questions or comments? Obviously, we teach these classes to help you all think about what 
is a particular memoir that’s doing well that you can integrate into your own work, but there 
are aspects of this that are a little bit like a book club. We’re choosing these books that are 
bestsellers and getting to read them and think about why they’re so wonderful and why have 
they resonated across so many people. I love that about these books. So, K. says, “What about 
naming things like physicians or the hospital? I’m compositing physicians to some extent.” 
That’s a good idea. I highly recommend fictionalizing the name of the hospital, absolutely. I 
think that’s really important. 
 
I have been in scenarios where people have been threatened to be sued, not actually sued, but 
threatened for naming places, a retreat center in one case, and in another case, it was a 
hospital, so it’s interesting that you note the hospital specifically. I think what happens is that 
invariably you’re going to be recreating dialogue and recreating scenes, and if that other person 
who was there doesn’t remember it in the exact same way that you did, they could object, they 
can and will object. So definitely, there’s no reason not to fictionalize names of public 
institutions. The only way I’d say that that would be different is that you might explicitly want 
to name something like Stanford, for instance, in Know My Name, for those of you who read 
that book about the Stanford swim rapist, and Chanel Miller’s amazing, amazing book on it. She 
was calling out Stanford, basically that you guys did not do enough for me. It’s in the public 
record because the case went to court. In that case, it’s not libel against the university because 
it's all in the public record. There are obviously places where you can name public institutions 
and hospitals. It depends on what your book is. 
 
A. says, “Part of what Kiese does is very intentionally avoid categories of 
perpetrator/victim/witness.” Absolutely, great. I think that is honestly around the intentionality 
of where he wanted to do that, where he is really holding himself accountable, saying I was 
there. Am I complicit because I ran away. There’s also these places where you have really 
beautiful mixed emotions. On the one hand, you were a little boy. It wasn’t your fault. On the 
other hand, you might be like well, you could have done something, just all kinds of things we 
all find ourselves in these situations, and I think that’s some of the depth of the reading 
experience that’s so powerful. 
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R. says, “Did anyone, on page 39, notice that it says “Hunter Malachi” instead of “Malachi 
Hunter?” That’s funny. Good question, Ruth. I would venture to guess it was a typo. Sometimes 
when you’re going through something at the end of a manuscript and you’re replacing names, 
but good catch. You’re probably a proofreader. Typos happen, but they’re actually kind of fun 
to discover. 
 
Anyone else? “When we write about something we did that broke a law, can we get in trouble 
now?” Someone wrote, “Statute of limitations.” That’s true, but make sure you know what the 
statute of limitations is, and what’s the crime? What exactly did you do matters, so you could 
change the incident. If it was robbery, you could change it to some other crime. That’s what I 
would recommend. I think that’s also ways to not just protect yourself, but other people as 
well. Don’t say you murdered someone. So there’s some gallows humor for us. Some people 
might think that’s funny, some people might not. I think it is. 
 
“Subtext about his mother and her possible molestation.” I agree with you one hundred 
percent that that is there. Linda Joy and I have talked about that extensively, actually. We 
decided not to teach it because it feels like subtext, and I think our interpretation is that it did 
happen. The part where the grandmother asks him to write, and he says, “Be touching me,” the 
reiteration that we talked about last week. I don’t remember what page it is, but it’s in last 
week’s slide. That is what I read, and that is what Linda Joy read as well, so, yeah, subtext. And 
not going there in a super overt way is a choice, hard and powerful. 
 
“Is it okay to change the names of characters who were perpetrators of a crime that was 
documented?” Totally, yes. In fact, I think it’s not your responsibility to keep their names true 
just because it is in the newspaper. You want to think about all the different ways. If you all 
were involved in a crime, witnessed a crime, I highly recommend having your work legally 
vetted. I just think it’s to protect yourselves and to protect other people. Kiese mentioned that 
last week. He said that because of the rape, and he would have qualified it as rape, in his case 
his publisher did that for him. I have the name of a great lawyer if anyone needs that. When 
you’re ready, I can send it to you. I’m not going to send it out to the whole group because I 
don’t want to flood him.  
 
Someone mentioned that “most memoirs are not written as letters to someone, but I love that 
Heavy was.” I agree with you. Ocean Vuong’s, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, is a novel, but 
it’s written to his mother. There are many books that are written in this kind of form. I was just 
thinking about this the other day. Oh, I know why. Because Azar Nafisi has a new book out 
called Read Dangerously, and she’s going to be the guest on our podcast next week. They’re all 
letters to her father, and she mentioned James Baldwin and Ta-Nehisi Coates, both of whom 
have written…I believe Ta-Nehisi writes to his son. His memoir is written to his son, and there 
are some others where it’s written to a child. I’m not sure if James Baldwin’s book is written to 
a parent or not. So it absolutely is done, and you can, if you like that form. Eve Ensler’s The 
Apology, great, a hundred percent good one, a letter to her father. 
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L. says, “How do you get invited to your podcast?” You can listen. To be a guest, you can pitch 
yourself. You do have to be a published writer, but you can, and I will send the link to our 
podcast. 
 
All right, everyone. Wonderful. Thank you all so much with dealing with one-half of your 
teacher face today. We’ll both be back next week. I truly appreciate your attendance. Thanks, 
everyone. See you in a week. 
 
END 
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Class 3 

 
What Made Heavy a Bestselling Memoir 

Reflection 
 
BW:  Class 3. What Made Heavy a Bestselling Memoir. Linda Joy, I’m very much looking forward 
to a whole class about reflection. It’s such an important topic. 
 
LJM:  Me, too. You and I teach every week pretty much for ten years together. One of the big 
subjects that comes up, especially with memoir writers who are starting out, people who are 
learning to feel that they have a voice, that they have a right to have voice and thoughts and 
include them in the memoir. Reflection is the inner journey of you, the memoirist, the main 
protagonist in the story. But as you and I know, a lot of times it’s really challenging for a lot of 
the students to put it in. At first there’s confusion which we’re going to clear up today 
permanently. There’s confusion around what am I thinking. Is it now that I’m thinking or then 
when I was thinking. We’re going to go through that. 
 
Let’s get to the slide there. What you’re doing in reflection is reacting as the protagonist and 
the narrator, which are all one in one form or another, to what is happening in a scene that 
you’re in. We’re going to give examples, but I want to lay out the definition to remind people 
that a scene is something that happens in a certain moment in time in a certain place with 
significant things going on in the scene. 
 
The thing that frames the scene is the time and the place; it’s this moment. And the moment 
becomes ongoing as the scene unfolds. So as things happen in the scene, there are moments—
and we’re going to show you examples in Kiese’s book—of taking time to think, react, feel, and 
there are all these different ways that we can do this. 
 
Do you want to add anything to that? I want to make sure we cover it. 
 
BW:  I think we’re going to cover it in the class. A high-level reflection is everything we’re going 
to get into today, but I think it’s important to reiterate that you have to reflect. Sometimes 
people think that it’s overstated or struggle with it, but it is one of the hallmarks of memoir. 
 
LJM:  People read your memoir for the inner story, your inner story, your inner thoughts in 
moments of change, all the different emotions and everything. So people read toward that, so 
if you leave it out, it just becomes a series of things that happened. We chose Kiese’s book 
because the whole book is a reflection, really. We’re going to break it down into certain things 
to show you. 
 
Let’s look at the next slide. One example is reflection occurs and we really need it after the 
dialogue as part of dialogue. So here’s an example of someone said, on page 19: 
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    …But I heard your mama really does not play. 
 
You can go back and read the context of these things, but what’s important is to look at what 
happens next. 
 
    She don’t, I said, and walked to the kitchen 
    hunting for strawberry Pop-Tarts. I remember 
    watching the swirling reds, yellow, and forest 
    greens in Beulah Beauford’s pantry. At our 
    house, there was no pantry. There was hardly 
    any food other than spoiled pimento cheese, 
    the backs of molded wheat bread, a half-empty 
    box of wine, and swollen green olives. I missed 
    our fridge, though. I missed our kitchen. 
    I missed you. 
 
This is in the context of Kiese being in someone’s house where some things are happening that 
are bothering him, as you probably know from reading the book. But you have the dialogue, 
and then you have him going into his mind and showing you what he’s seeing there in that 
pantry and his association, his emotional associations with Beulah Beauford’s pantry and his 
own. And in the description there, you learn so much. What do you think about a pantry that 
has spoiled pimento cheese, the backs of molded wheat bread and all of that detail? It’s a 
layered presentation to you of Kiese’s inner life, his real life, what he thinks of and how he 
feels. It’s kind of a sad reflection about his life. So, that’s what those four or five sentences 
show him doing a lot there with that. 
 
Let’s look at the next one. Then we’re going to have reflection and reaction to other characters, 
and this happens all through the book. We’re just giving you a few examples that stood out to 
us. This is on page 45, and this is an intimate moment with his mother. 
 
    When you finally put your arm around my 
    neck, I felt all your weight. ‘Hold me tight, Kie,’  

you said from our bed. ‘You’re my best friend. 
I’m sorry,’ you said… 
‘You my best friend too,’ I told you. ‘My best 
friend ever. 
Lying next to you in that bed, I remembered 
the first time you told me I was your best 
friend. I knew you kissed my cheeks because 
you loved me. I knew you asked me to hold 
you tighter because you love me. 

 
There’s a whole lot going on there both before, here, and then this, and then afterwards that 
he’s clearly into that kind of intimacy that he and his mother had. But see how he weaves it in. 
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He weaves it in with dialogue with his mother and reacting to his mother and, of course, you 
know he writes this to his mother, which adds another layer of, I think emotion. We see what 
he’s thinking about there I the moment, and we go on to read much more about this 
complicated situation that he’s in as the book goes on.  
Next slide, please. 
 
So another time the reader really needs to know what is going on with you, the protagonist, 
and that’s after a turning point in action. There are many examples of that in this book, too. 
This one on pages 101-103. It really helps to read it. We can’t include everything. It helps to 
have the whole scene there, and this is where he’s in this house with all these different people, 
and then he’s with this particular girl, Kamala Lackey. A lot of things are going on before we get 
to this scene where she tells him secrets. It’s really worth it to go back and read pages 99-101. 
Something happens that wakes him up in a certain way, and then we get to this reflection at 
the bottom of page 101: 
 
    The night Kamala Lackey told me her 
    secrets, I promised I’d never sexually violate 
    or sexually abuse any woman or girl on earth. 
    The existence of that promise was enough 
    to excuse myself for lying to Abby Claremont  
    and any other girl who wanted to have sex 
    with me…I was a liar; a cheater; a manipulator; 

 a fat, happysad, bald-headed black boy with a  
heart murmur; and according to you and the 
 white girl I lied to every day, I was a good dude. 

 
There’s tons going on there. If I look at our examples and take some of the stuff out of the 
context of the book and then just look at the example itself, in all these examples there’s so 
much going on in a few sentences. We learned from Kiese when he was teaching that he did 
many, many, many rewrites to his book. I think that we see that in the way that the 
compression…there’s so much going on that it would probably pull together and refine like a 
fine wine or something in the process of his editing and everything. 
 
There’s one more example, which is the narrative voice. So the narrative voice is the 
storyteller’s voice, and that is an invitation at any moment to offer reaction, reflection, and 
thought to an inner question, whatever it might be. So this is just one example of making sure 
we understand something. Page 44, he calls his mother to come and pick him up because he 
was so disturbed by some things that were going on. 
 
    An hour later, you pulled up. It didn’t 
    matter where I was, how late you were, 
    or how angry we were with each other 
    when you dropped me off, nothing on 
    the earth felt as good as watching you 



 33 

    pull up in our Nova to pick me up. 
 
You get the sense that he can trust her. It’s encased in the middle of these scenarios where he 
doesn’t trust her, so the complications of the relationship are woven all the way through. But 
the way we know what it all is, is we get it through his consistent thoughts and reflections in 
trying to make sense of things. 
 
This week’s class and next week’s class, we’re dealing with this. 
 
BW:  Yes, and for me it keeps coming up over and over as I’m with our new students and with 
new clients that I’m working with. He does an amazing job throughout the entire narrative of 
letting you know how he feels, how his body feels this thing that we call sense-making. Why 
does it matter? Why do we care about the words that he’s putting on the page? He’s packing so 
much in, and of course, it’s a major feat, and he is a great writer. It’s what we should all be 
aspiring to in terms of the reader’s capacity to feel that they’re with you and stick with your 
feelings and interpretations throughout the whole book.  
 
That’s what I want to segue into here in talking about finding ease with reflection because as 
Linda Joy was saying at the outset, it’s not easy for people. It’s truly something that some 
people have a natural facility with. If you’re a person who likes to process, who thinks about 
things really deeply, who has a certain amount of ease with making sense of your world, then 
reflection is going to come a lot more easily to you. But if you’re a person that’s just not been 
the case, you haven’t been encouraged to—and Linda Joy is going to share more about this in a 
second—I have a lot of memoirists who come to me, and I’m constantly saying, “And how did 
that make you feel?” and “How did that make you feel?” and “How did that make you feel?” 
just for the sake of triggering in their minds, oh, right, I do need to explain. Because you can 
have an experience and feel very different about the outcome than I do because we have 
different life stories that we’re bringing to the table. So if you fail to interpret how you feel 
about something, I’m left to bring my own life experience to say oh, well, this is how I interpret 
that, and it might be very wrong. I’m not looking to have my own innate reactions to things be 
confirmed. I’m looking to have you tell me how did that feel from your experience and in your 
body. That’s why this all matters so much. 
 
We’re getting into how and when to use reflection:  
 

to show an insight,  
to articulate a deeper 
 musing (from there it’s to find meaning, 
to make sense of something. 

 
To me, this is the biggest one and the one we always use in our classes: making sense. 
Something happens. What sense do you make of that? Why did it matter? Those two things are 
a constant question that you can be posing yourself almost after every single scene, and then to 
provide continuity with your themes, and why theme matters so much in memoir is a natural 
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place for you to constantly go back to with regard to your reflections. If you’re having an 
experience on the page and you’re sorting through well, what should I extrapolate from this 
experience, if you put on those theme glasses, that often gives you the indication of what it is 
you can extrapolate. Kiese’s themes are multifold, but they’re definitely about violence and 
racism and body and weight and all of these things that he’s exploring.  
 
Now I get to my final section today, which is about takeaway. When I was looking in the book 
for takeaway, most of the examples of takeaway really were about examples of racism. So it’s 
just to look and see what are the topics that you’re circling. What are you trying to show in your 
memoir? And the more of a handle you have on your themes, the more ease you’re going to 
have when you go to grasp the thing that you want to say out loud to your reader. 
 
I have a couple of points here to share, shorter ones and longer ones, and the same as Linda 
Joy, obviously you’ll get the slides, but go through and open up to these pages and read the 
surrounding context because that helps you to see oh, okay, I see the reflection in this place is 
just showing up in this small moment. On page 134, this is the very end of a chapter. There’s 
stuff happening. There’s a scene. He says: 
 
    An hour later I walked back down to 
    the kitchen, dug six of the eight slices 
    out of the garbage… 
 
He’s talking about pizza. 
 
    …ran warm water on them, picked off 
    the pepperoni and warmed up my 
    second dinner. 
 
This is him picking pizza out of the trash and warming it up and eating again. That’s not 
reflection. That’s a scene. That’s an action. That is something he did. Then this short, little 
snippet. 
 
    I didn’t feel depressed. I didn’t feel 
    white. I felt so free. I felt so fantastic. 
 
That’s also surprising. There’s a cognitive dissonance on this in that he picked this pizza up out 
of the trash, and then he felt these things. So that’s another thing that he’s doing is he’s 
confronting us to have jarring feelings a lot in this book throughout. I love that about what he’s 
able to do. 
 
Look at something like is he, or you in your own writing, doing something. Is there an action? 
Are you in scene or are you thinking, musing, making sense, making meaning? That’s reflection. 
It’s a constant dance back and forth, back and forth, and a weaving of those two different ways 
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of writing. On page 160, this is in the middle of a paragraph, so again, read the context 
surrounding it. He says: 
 
    For the first time in years, I thought 
    about waiting for you to come home 
    the day I ran away…Back then I wanted 
    all my seasons to be Mississippi seasons, 
    no matter how strange, hot, or terrifying. 
    Now I felt something else. I didn’t want 
    to float in, under, and around all the 
    orange-red stars in our galaxy if our 
    galaxy was Mississippi. I wanted to 
    look at Mississippi from other stars and 
    I didn’t ever want to come again. 
 
He’s talking about his change in attitude. He is making sense for you of the fact that he is ready 
to have a different experience, to be outside of Mississippi, to do something different. So you 
can see in this languaging how he is showing that. The language is metaphorical. He’s using the 
galaxy of Mississippi to talk about this experience, and it’s quite beautiful. 
 
Some longer ones—and again, I had to do some serious ellipses here because we’re talking 
about longer passages. I want to be very clear and encourage you to read the whole thing and 
look at it, and maybe when you get the slides, highlight the parts that are the reflection for 
yourself because here there’s this whole interaction, but what I love is this sort of repetition of 
phrase.  
 

I was trying to decide…I wanted to ask… 
But I didn’t say anything…I just looked  
at Grandma’s face... 

 
There’s more stuff in here, but we’re looking at the verbs.  
 
    I wanted to shrink and slide around 
    Grandmama’s frown lines. 
 
He tells you, ugh, I just wanted to go ugh, and he’s showing you this bodily reaction. 
 
    I understood that day why you and 
    Grandmama were so hungry for 
    black wins, regardless of how tiny 
    those wins were. For Grandmama, 
    those wins were always personal. 
    For you, the wins were always 
    political. Both of y’all knew, and  
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    showed me how we didn’t even 
    have to win for white folk to punish 
    us. All we had to do was not lose 
    the way they wanted us to. 
 
Now, that’s an incredibly written sentence, that last one, the last two. The wins were political. 
“…we didn’t even have to win for white folk to punish us.” But he’s packing so much meaning 
into that. You read that and it’s time to stop and digest. This is how you know you’re in 
reflection, too, because it is the sense that he’s making of his experience, and it’s incredibly 
powerful. He’s doing it throughout this book. This is such a good book for studying reflection. 
 
Then, on page 73, this is about Tom Mo’, and I was going to get there a second to look at the 
surrounding context. He was talking about this guy. He was talking about the difference 
between: 
 
    I was black. But I was a boy who 
    other black men called li’l man. But 
    I wondered…I wondered what Layla 
    would have felt… 
 
And it says: 
     
    I wondered if I could feel pressure 
    to do that when I grew up, and if I 
    could do what Tom Mo’ did. Were 
    Tom Mo’ and me different to Kizzy. 
    I wondered what Layla would have  
    felt if three white random dudes 
    walked her into Darryl’s bedroom 
    that day, and not three black dudes 
    we knew. I didn’t know how to think 
    about it. 
 
It’s okay to sometimes say I didn’t know what sense to make of it. He’s letting us know here. 
This is almost too big. It’s too big and it makes his head hurt, and what does he want to do? He 
wants to eat. So he takes us back to a theme. The theme is turning to food for comfort, turning 
to food when he doesn’t understand stuff, and the complexity of him just trying to make sense 
of violence, that he is, as he shared in his class with us, complicit. So he is just doing so much 
good stuff here, and again, just really worthy of spending some more time looking at each of 
these passages. 
 
LJM:  We were talking before came on about how it’s a book that has to be read many times to 
fully absorb everything that’s going on and to absorb the power of the emotion. And in a way, 
the words felt to me as I was rereading, the words were like waves. There were ever increasing 
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waves that took me further and further into understanding the pain of the story and the layers 
of the story that he was telling. 
 
Reflection is the soul of the story. It’s all about his inner world. It’s all about the emotional 
layers that we’re talking about today and how this is why—and if you all think about what 
memoirs you’ve read that you got a lot out of or you learned something from it emotionally, 
they probably had a lot of reflection in them, and you probably absorbed it without thinking 
about it. That’s a good writer right there. 
 
Let’s look at this slide. Like we said, it takes the reader into the inner world, which is also—ˆ 
didn’t say it here, but I want to say it now—it’s also imagery. You might have an image that you 
associate with a certain emotion. Think about the things that are your associations with some 
of the things that you think about. We all have our categories like a good memory or a memory 
of something special or something particular that can still bring up emotion for us. Well, what is 
that? I think we should encourage you to make a list of some of the things that are evocative to 
you because eventually maybe it will help your story to be able to grab hold of these things. Of 
course, our stories are so big, and we have so many memories, but yet there are certain things 
that are just evocative of a certain moment.  
 
In my world, in both Don’t Call Me Mother and Song of the Plains, the wheat fields at this time 
of year, wherever I see wheat fields in real life, I go “wow.” You don’t see them out here as 
much. Or if I want to feel connected to the earth or good memories of where I came from, I’m 
back out in the wheat fields, for instance. Wheat fields are sprinkled throughout my book 
because I knew this. There were quite a few moments that had to do with wheat fields.  
 
Maybe for you, it's a piece of jewelry, maybe it’s a vase, maybe it’s a memory of a person. It 
could be a photograph. It could be anything, but there are these iconic things that we have 
emotions attached to. If you share that with your readers, then they start to catch on to that 
pattern also. Kiese does this. His has to do with food. His has to do with the car, the Nova. It has 
to do with your grandmother’s house. There are certain places and moments. It usually has to 
do with books. So those are some of his places where there’s a lot going on that he then goes 
into that are connected with emotion and meaning. We’ll get more into meaning next week. 
 
So it’s very intimate and particularly for you. Kiese’s images and moments aren’t yours. Even if 
you relate to some of them, what are yours? Think about that when you’re reading a good 
memoir. Brooke addressed this a little bit, and I’m coming back to it, and that is some people 
feel that it’s self-indulgent to say a whole bunch of stuff about what they think and feel. Many 
of us are raised to be quiet. We might have been raised in silence. Some of us were raised to 
believe that if we spoke up, we were just being smart alecks or we were being disrespectful to 
someone else. All of this is connected to our own self-expression. Self-expression is highly 
repressed in a lot of families.  
But in the old days where I came from, highly repressed in all kinds of ways. There were family 
secrets. You can’t share those. There were certain things that you knew that nobody else knew 
that you knew, and you can’t talk about that. There were certain dynamics going on, but 
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nobody can talk about that because otherwise everything will blow up. There’s all kinds of 
reasons that we keep our silence as we’re surviving whatever it is. But all those habits show up 
when we’re writing a memoir. All those rules, all those ways that you were told not to even 
have a thought or have a feeling about certain things, it becomes automatic. Most times we’re 
helping memoir writers, and they’ll tell us, “I don’t remember. I just don’t remember.” Not that 
we don’t believe them; we do believe that they can’t bring it forward into a memory that they 
can put together yet, because there’s a lot of unconscious suppression and repression, and if it 
happens, you might run into some of those blank places in your memoir. 
 
There are techniques to get out of that, which we’re not going to go into right now. We teach 
that in our six-month class. Just know to be on the lookout when you’re writing for all the 
things that you’re not saying. Sometimes it comes through in flat writing where this happened 
and then that happened and this other thing happened, and we don’t yet know how you put 
that together, what you thought about it, how it made your body feel like Kiese’s does. We 
don’t know unless you go in there and walk around that particular emotional space and try to 
find out. So it takes time. I was one of those people. I worked with Brooke years and years ago 
when I hadn’t yet given myself permission to say what I thought. I remember Brooke said “Well, 
what did you think about that?” I’m like, “What? I wasn’t supposed to have any reaction,” and I 
was grown up and teaching memoir writing and everything else, and my own story was keeping 
me silenced. 
 
The other one was that I had thoughts. I had a lot of thoughts, but I was also taught that you 
should keep those things to yourself. Who wants to hear it? I’m a woman also. I’m a girl. What 
do you mean thinking deep thoughts? Nobody wants to hear that shit. Well, it was unconscious 
in me, and it took Brooke to say, “I want to know what you think.” I’m like, “Really?” I think I 
cried or something. I don’t know. It was very emotional. It’s something we’re very familiar with 
as teachers. 
 
Here is the exercise. Allow yourself to do some free writing from time to time about all this. If 
you have an experience that you’re writing about in your story, then go deeper or say more, 
maybe even feel the barrier. I can feel the barriers in my own body and in my mind when 
Brooke was saying, “What else?” Therapists can do this to us, too. “What else do you think 
about that, Linda Joy?” I’m like, “Aw, man.” But you can do it with yourself. Press yourself. If it’s 
really traumatic, and you’re not ready to go there, then you won’t go there. It’s okay. But 
generally, throughout an entire manuscript, people don’t realize sometimes that they really 
need to go to that next level, and it comes in through rewrites, too, so there’s ways to get 
there. 
 
Let’s look at the next slide. Oh, I love all this stuff about his teachers. Many of you who might 
have been inspired by teachers might enjoy all that, too. I really had some great teachers, so I 
thought it was wonderful when he was talking about them. His mother is talking to him about 
all the teachers that he has and how he needs to study and how he needs to focus and how he 
needs to really draw upon the stuff that he’s being taught, and so she pushes him. 
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    Did you at least tell your teachers in that 
    schoolhouse thank you? 
 
    I sat there think about all the teachers I had 
    from first through twelfth grade… 
 
He goes into them. The fourth-grade teacher, the only black teacher he had. 
 
    Mrs. Raphael, who taught us at Holy 
    Family in sixth and seventh grade, loved 
    us so much that LaThon and I once made  
    the mistake of calling her Mama. 
 
Then he goes on after that and talks about all the things that needed to be said. I just want to 
mention this. I think we have time, don’t we, Brooke, briefly?  
 

They never said the words “economic equality,”  
“housing discrimination,” “sexual violence,”  
“mass eviction,” “patriarchy,” “neo-confederacy.” 

 
He goes all in on all the things he didn’t learn. He takes it all the way. But page 144. Now, he 
analyzes a lot of the different, or reacts to and analyzes a lot of different writing here. He’s a 
writer, he’s a teacher. He’s been teaching for quite some time before he writes this book. So 
that summer he read an essay from Nobody Knows My Name called Faulkner and 
Desegregation, and he quotes that and then goes on here: 
 
    Baldwin was critiquing Faulkner for holding 
    on to shamefully violent version of neo 

Confederate white Mississippi identity, but 
I imagined the sentence was written to me. 

 
The sentence that he read was: 
 
    Any real change implies the breakup of the 
    world as one has always known it, the loss 
    of all that gave one an identity, the end of 
    safety. 
 
    I thought about the safety I found in eating 
    too much, eating too late, eating to run away 
    from memory. 
 
At that point, he goes into how much he had been weighing and what he was doing. But I found 
it very poignant to read that line, “eating to run away from memory,” and how we are as 
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memoir writers. We’ve learned how to run away from memory, and how we have to come back 
to claim our experience. The way we can really practice to do that, which also I believe is very 
healing—it certainly was for me and for a lot of our students. Ask what did you think, what did 
you feel. After that, what else did you think and what else did you feel, and really start 
practicing that in your writing. 
 
BW:  Thank you. Good stuff. We’re going to end on takeaway, which some of you know we 
dedicate entire classes to depending on where you’re at and what the memoir is that we’re 
working on. Takeaway is less common in coming-of-age stories. That is just truth. The narrator, 
you, is a younger version of yourself, so that’s something to keep in mind, and takeaway is 
often more an adult processing kind of space that you’ll see. I did find some in Heavy, so I’ll 
share them. 
 
Oftentimes, takeaway is circling theme, like I talked about earlier, and I think a little more 
explicitly so. Let’s look at takeaway. How is it different from reflection? 
 
Takeaway is always going to be outward-oriented. Reflection…All of these examples we’re 
talking about tonight, this is how does Kiese feel about things. As we’ve been saying, how does 
Kiese feel in his body because that’s something that he’s really worked on and shared when he 
taught. Also, what sense does Kiese make of his experience.  
 
I do want to address J.’s comment in the chat for anyone who missed it because it’s actually an 
important clarification to clarify what I said that reflection is a universe, an opportunity to tell 
the reader how you feel, and that it’s not up to the reader to fill it in. Let’s explain what I mean 
by way of example. 
 
Kiese is a great example because we have extremely different life experiences. He’s a Black man 
from the South. I’m a white woman who grew up in Southern California. Let’s just take the very 
obvious example, the one that popped to mind was when they’re getting pulled over in the car. 
His mom is telling him to speak articulately, and it matters how you speak and blah, blah, blah. 
Kiese’s experience of getting pulled over by the cops is going to be extremely different than my 
experience of being pulled over by cops. This is an extreme example.  
 
I am not going to be filled with the same historical racial context that being pulled over means, 
so I can’t possibly filter my lived experience onto what Kiese is experiencing when that 
happens. It’s not possible. And if he didn’t tell me how it felt, I would be left to make my own 
assumptions, which could be wrong. I could imagine them better; I could imagine them much 
worse. Again, when you let your reader fill in the gaps, they’re either projecting or they’re 
contextualizing it based on their own filter. So that’s why this is so, so, so important is because I 
want to know how Kiese feels about stuff. I don’t want to know how I feel about it. That’s not 
why I’m reading this.  
 
As I said earlier, I don’t remember when; it wasn’t even in the four-week class. It might have 
been when we had Kiese on earlier. I loved this book so much because of this notion of drawing 
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back the curtain. I felt it was incredibly generous of him—and I feel this way about a lot of 
memoirs—to let us into his lived experience in the way that he does. And the reason I think that 
he’s particularly generous I think is because of reflection because he’s deepening it and he’s 
saying, “Hey, come on in.” This is not a space that me as a white girl from California has been 
very often invited into. That’s the power of memoir across all these different spaces. 
 
I wanted to give an extreme example. For instance, my experience of gardening might be very 
different from your experience. Anything that we do…cooking. You bring to the table all that 
your ancestors have brought with them. Maybe I grew up only eating fast food. We’re all very 
different, so that’s why this stuff matters so much, that’s a takeaway. 
 

• Outward-oriented. I’ll explain what I mean by that in a second.  
• Prompts your reader to think about bigger, more universal ideas beyond just your story.  

That’s again where theme comes in. Kiese’s story is about violence and racism and so many 
other things, teachers, and the power of words. If you think about that, those are universal 
things, as Linda Joy said. She felt very resonant with these ideas of the teachers because she’s 
had powerful teachers. This is memoir. No matter how different the person is from your lived 
experience, you’re always dropping in and being like “me, too, me too, me, too.” That’s human 
nature.  

• Explicitly connects to your reader 
We’re looking to connect, and so that is what takeaway is explicitly attempting to do. It’s 
connecting to your reader by these offerings. I was moved by my teachers. Some of these 
themes are going to be very different. I didn’t come of age in an abusive household. That’s 
more foreign to me. But there are these compares and contrasts that we’re doing when we 
read someone’s memoir. 

• Often (though not always) in the second person (singular or plural), which is singular 
“you” or plural first person “we” 

The reason is that this is slightly confusing in Kiese’s book is because the “you” is his mother. 
That’s not common that someone would be writing in a letter form. I don’t want anyone to 
think that anytime he’s speaking to his mother in that context, that that’s takeaway because it’s 
just not the case. So that made it a little more difficult to find some of the takeaways in here, 
but not to worry. There were some. A lot of them, as I said, were really about systemic racism 
and making broader, more universal points about that experience. On page 195, this one I 
thought was particularly powerful. Oftentimes, reflection and takeaway occurs the final 
paragraph or sentences in a chapter because its job is to wrap up something, to make sense of 
something. Here he’s talking about: 
 
    I knew there was no way not to lose unless 
    we took back everything that had been stolen 
    from us. I wanted all the money, the safety, 
    the education, the healthy choices, and the  
    second chances they stole. If we were ever to 
    get what we were owed, I knew we had to take 
    it all back without getting caught, because no 
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    creation on earth was as all-world as white 
    folk at punishing the black whole for the 
    supposed transgressions of the black individual. 
 
First of all, you have to read that sentence five times to just be like oh, my God, what he is 
saying here is so powerful. It’s such an indictment on our entire society and culture, and it’s 
done in such a way that unless you are a white supremacist racist, you would be nodding “yep.” 
These are very powerful words, and they tie directly into his themes. That’s a meaningful 
takeaway, and also, I wanted all of this stuff from him. He’s making a statement. It’s not really 
his reflection. It’s not saying, “I understood” or “I felt.” It’s much more declarative than that, 
and that is a big deal.  
Takeaway also can often be very declarative. You are stating something as truth, and again, you 
don’t have to back it up with fact. It’s truth based on your lived experience, and that’s an 
important part. 
 
LJM:  I just want to add this. When you and I were working together on my memoir, this came 
up. It wasn’t just about reflection. It was like there were things I could state without citing 
another study in a psychology book that allowed me to say it. This permission idea comes up in 
some of our classes, too. There doesn’t need to be a footnote about facts and these broader 
themes. These are your opinions. 
 
BW:  Yes. Some of you might feel like oh, my gosh, I’m not allowed to say something that 
declarative or that overt. People get very scared about strong opinions. This is a strong, fricking 
opinion. It’s like whoa. But he’s not meaning it to be oh, and here’s the history of racism in the 
United States, and this is why I feel this way. No. He feels this way because he lived it. Keep that 
in mind when you’re thinking about these broader things. Also, just having the courage to say 
them is a big deal, and it lands in a heartfelt, meaningful, powerful way because it is a strong 
statement and, as I said, an indictment. 
 
This is after he’s helping that white kid in class who’s basically coming to him for extra support, 
and then he finds out that the guy is a complete douchebag, and he’s making sense of this 
experience of that kid. He’s saying: 
 
    …and accepted no matter how much 
    weight I lost, small, smart white boys  
    would always have the power to make 
    big black boys force them into buying 

our last kilos of cocaine. Then some of us 
would watch them watch us watch them  
walk free after getting caught. And some  
of us, if we were extra lucky, would get to 
teach these small, smart, addicted boys 
and girls today so we could pay for our 
ailing grandmama’s dental care. 
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It’s similar, right? The energy is very similar to the last one. It’s another indictment. It’s oh, my 
God, this is what happens. White kids get away with doing all the cocaine they want and no 
consequences, and he was saying we have to handle this this way. This is what life is like for us. 
Again, he’s using “some of us, if we were extra lucky,” so he is lumping himself into the 
collective Black experience. That’s another way that takeaway is very powerful. When you say 
the ”we,” the “we”, Black people, or it might be we, any group that you’re a part of.  
 
You might be in the queer community, and then you’re saying we gays and lesbians, or you 
might be from the South, we in the South. It’s obvious what we’re talking about when we say 
“we.” But when you do the “we,” it automatically connects to the reader in a different way 
because you’re saying not just I…we feel this way. That’s one way in which you can have this 
universalism that I’m talking about to make your story broader than your experience alone. 
Takeaway is really the only tool I know of that allows that possibility in memoir. 
 
LJM:  First person plural, we, creates a larger group and you can make comments on the “we”, 
which is bigger than “I,” but the “I” is in there. It’s a good technique along with second person 
“you.” 
 
BW:  Yes, absolutely. I encourage and challenge all of you to try this. We have a lot of other 
resources on takeaway if this is the first time you’re hearing about it. You may be saying, oh, I 
want to understand that better. I’ll include a few of the resources that we share in class about 
takeaway because it’s a game changer, it really is, and we feel strongly about it. We allocate a 
couple of sessions in our six-week class to that.  
 
LJM:  It’s something new to wrap your mind around as new to you, but you start with reflection. 
It’s sometimes easier to wrap your mind around that: What was I thinking? What was I feeling? 
Keep asking yourself that. 
 
BW:  I think takeaway is so brave. That’s what I especially like about it. It takes a lot of courage 
to say something like that. 
 
LJM:  State yourself out that clearly, take a position. 
 
BW:  Exactly, to take a position. That’s a great way to say it. 
 
Questions: 
 
A. is saying, “I’m writing a memoir on deconstruction from evangelical conservatism, so there’s 
a lot of reflection. Any tips for flipping back and forth between the reflection of my past self and 
the reflection of my narrator self?” 
 
Yes, we teach that because that’s a really hard one where what you need to feel you’re allowed 
to do is to narrate from your child self, or rather to reflect from your child self. Too often, what 
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especially beginning memoirists will do, is feel that every time they do reflection, they need to 
do it from now, 2022. This is how I feel now. Now I understand that. With the benefit of 
hindsight, I understand, blah, blah, blah. That stuff is okay in very small doses. It’s super tedious 
to read, so you have to give yourself the permission to embody your nine-year-old, eleven-year- 
old self and reflect, even though the nine or eleven-year-old didn’t exactly understand things in 
that way. Kiese’s doing that all over the place. There’s for sure creative license in here, things 
that he’s understanding as an adult and infusing into the mind of his young self. Definitely 
practice it to see how it feels, but make sure you can do both. 
 
LJM:  Sometimes it’s about the structure, so many people are eager to be adults and 
understand all this stuff, but part of what’s happening is that they’re leaving the child self 
behind. The child did have thoughts and feelings about all these things. When we’re writing 
about it, I think sometimes what happens from the child’s point of view, is that the writer gets 
overwhelmed with what the child went through themselves and can get emotionally 
overwhelmed and want to pop out and start analyzing, which is a self-defense mechanism. It’s 
not wrong, but when we are learning how to write memoir, and also feeling to go back and be 
with that child and write what was her or his experience actually, and to really write it out and 
get it on the page. 
 
BW:  Absolutely. I’d love to address this question from J. that the “we,” sometimes the writer 
makes the assumption that we share a common reality. Sometimes that “we” ignores the 
differences that might come from within groups. So this is the nuance. The thing I worry about 
that for you and others is that you’re going to temper or qualify your declarations because 
you’re going to be thinking oh, well, other people might feel differently. So for people who have 
very nuanced thinking, very gray thinking, and not black and white, which, of course, is a huge 
skill for memoir, sometimes you have to push yourself to do the black and white, to do the 
declarative because there’s power in those statements.  
Is some Black person going to read what Kiese wrote and be like I don’t relate to that? Yeah, of 
course. I remember reading something by a feminist writer—I self-identify as a feminist—so she 
was saying, “Feminists think this.” I thought, “Well, I don’t.” But I appreciated that she stated it 
in that way because it was much more powerful and thought-provoking for me. Then when I 
did disagree, it made me want to keep reading. It wasn’t alienating, let’s put it that way. You 
could do something that was incredibly alienating, and we’re not talking about that. I wanted to 
bring that up because I do want you to push yourself to try out some declarative statements. 
 
Linda Joy, is there a way of knowing how much reflection is the right amount? Also, is reflection 
possible in the current present tense? 
 
LJM:  There we go again. Without going into our entire six-month course, one thing to think 
about in terms of it’s a structural issue. If you start out with a now narrator in 2022 for some 
reason, however you decide that that’s the way you’re going to frame your book, then you can 
go back into the past and come back to the present. Most people aren’t doing that. They’re 
often confused between how to use the tenses. Because it happened in the past, it should be in 
the past tense. Well, maybe. It depends. You have to set up your story so that it makes sense 
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how you’re unfolding it for the reader. Anything is possible, whether it’s done appropriately or 
not or whether it’s done smoothly so you don’t want to confuse the reader is the real question. 
It has to be looked at on a case-by-case basis looking at the text.  
How much reflection is the right amount? When you have doubts, write more for now because 
most people don’t write not enough. You can always take it out. When you’ve written it out, 
then you know what it all is. If you start squishing yourself down and putting yourself on a 
reflection diet as you’re learning to reflect, you’ll probably leave out things that need to be 
there. So let that first draft be what you think, what you felt. If it’s too much in one spot, then it 
can be moved later and interwoven with something else. You can do your revision to fix all that. 
I think worrying about too much in the first draft is not helpful. 
 
BW:  It’s been honestly a very rare memoirist we have in our classes who reflects too much. 
Honestly, a couple people a year who seemed to write too much reflection. People often 
temper themselves, and feel self-conscious like oh, I’ve been going on and on. People have a lot 
of judgment and they say, I’m processing; I’m just saying what I think and feel. Even times when 
Linda Joy and I are saying we want to know more in our feedback, people are like well, I just am 
worried I’m going to bore the reader.  
 
There’s a lot of stuff about reflection that’s sort of baked in self-judgment. Again, that’s why I 
think that Kiese’s book is such a good one to look at. When he’s saying things like, “I 
understand,” that particular example that I had today-- go back and look at it, about his 
grandmother. They’re driving home. “I wanted to ask. I didn’t say anything. I just looked at her. 
I wanted to shrink. I understood.” That’s reflection. He’s getting into his way of looking at his 
own experience. Also, there’s something about the reiteration of those verbs that he uses: I 
wanted, I this, I that. That repetition is very poetic, and so there’s a way that you can 
intentionally use repetition in that way. 
 
Let’s see—another comment: “Just because I’m Black, I don’t identify with the South, the sexual 
abuse, the experience Kiese has as a Black man. I’m a Black woman who grew up in Chicago. I 
understand the pop references. I also learned a lot.”  
Exactly. You’re proving my point. I guess the question is if you read something and you were 
thinking that’s not my experience, exactly. Even if you looked at it from the “we,” you’d be like 
okay, he’s talking about a group of we, and I’m not in that we. I think that that’s the important 
thing around permission that I’m trying to offer all of you to try on, using the “we.” I don’t want 
to be presumptuous. That’s also such a female thing, not to be presumptuous, not to put your 
ideas into other people’s mouths, so to speak. So be brave. Try it on and see how it feels. 
 
LJM:  I like this. It feels like a fine line between reflection and showing, not telling in writing 
scenes, the art of memoir, showing, revealing. Reflection is telling the reader, but it’s letting the 
reader know your thoughts and how they unfold, I think, and then we’re with you to take us on 
that ride. 
 
BW:  Yes. Also, with reflection you need to be careful because you could fall into telling a lot. 
You could say, I felt sad. I felt this. I blah, blah, blah. That’s why I love Kiese’s whole thing 
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around what did your body feel, because if you can articulate what your body felt, you can’t 
really say my body felt angry, my body felt sad. It forces you to articulate, “I felt white hot liquid 
molten stuff running through me.” Maybe that is how you would say anger.  I want to forever 
say how to show emotion is through your body. 
 
All right, everyone. Excited for all of you to try this stuff on. Thank you so much for your good 
participation. Next week we have meaning making, which is just getting into this stuff a little 
more deeply, so it’s exciting. 
 
LJM:  Looking forward to that. Okay. Have a great week, everybody. 
 
BW:  Thanks, everyone. Good night. 
 
END 
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Class 4 

 
What Made Heavy a Bestselling Memoir 

Meaning-Making 
 
 
BW:  Class 4. Welcome, everyone to Meaning-Making, an important topic, and especially on the 
heels of Takeaway last week, so this is fun. 
 
LJM:  It’s so important, all of it, the deeper layer of what memoir is all about. 
 
BW:  Absolutely. Many of you who have been in our previous classes, even our short classes, 
know that we teach a fair bit on the topic of takeaway, and I realized, as we prepared for this 
week’s class, Linda Joy, is that this is the layer beneath takeaway. It’s always fun to teach what 
we haven’t taught before that we get to excavate even more deeply than usual. I want to thank 
Heavy and this class for this opportunity. 
 
LJM:  Yes, it’s interesting to do that, and important to us as teachers and all of you as writers. 
 
BW:  Theme comes up regularly in all sorts of contexts. We teach theme in our short and long 
classes, and theme has so much importance when it comes to memoir. It’s an orienting 
principle. It’s a way to think about your work. Understanding your theme can help you 
understand how to contextualize your scenes. It can help you choose what scenes to write. And 
so when we are thinking about meaning-making, it was just interesting that theme came right 
to the surface.  
 
I always think about theme as exactly what this image is, this idea of theme-colored glasses, 
because I’m a very visual person. If you think about the world in which you’re living, there are 
multiple ways to see that world. This pair of glasses happens to be pink, but maybe you have a 
whole array of glasses. One’s green, one’s pink, one’s blue, and you see different elements of 
your experience through these unique lenses. That is a way to think about theme because what 
it shows is that there’s a wide, vast world of experience that you’ve lived. But in the context of 
memoir, you’re really trying to make meaning and to circle the ideas that you’re putting 
forward in your book. It cannot be about everything. It’s not the story of your life. It’s the story 
of your life through a particular lens, and that is really the definition of memoir. 
 
If theme is an orienting principle for your work, as I said, the cool thing about knowing what 
your themes are is that then you can start to not only choose what scenes you’re going to 
include in your book based on your themes, but as is the case in this book, Heavy, that you can 
also make meaning, and that is the topic of tonight’s class.  
What I say here is that the book offers up heaviness in all of its form: violence, Black 
abundance, racism, and the experiences that go with it.  
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Kiese’s book is very thematic.  You may not have recognized it in your first pass through, but he 
is pretty tightly stitching together the things that he wants us to look at. Then there’s just so 
much opportunity for meaning on the page, and the idea that you can use your themes to find 
and make the meaning, I think is really, really a powerful concept because so often, especially in 
early drafts of memoirs, we see a lot of writing that’s and then this happened and then this 
happened and then this happened. There’s much meaning that needs to be extrapolated from 
those scenes, from those experiences. Of course, it’s the meaning that resonates and that 
makes you feel either like you totally relate, and you’re sitting there going my gosh, totally me, 
too, or by contrast, that you empathize. Or as I said earlier, being given a front-row seat to 
another life, which is another reason we read memoir. 
 
People who take these classes are at all levels of memoir writing. Some of you might be much 
farther along. Some of you might be new. Theme, and understanding what your theme is and 
really zoning in on what your themes are is important at any stage of your memoir writing. If 
you’re at the very beginning, lucky you, because you get to get in front of it, and that’s really 
lovely and will be helpful to you. If you’re much farther in and you’re not clear about your own 
themes, excellent. It’s never too late. We know people who have been very far along in their 
memoirs, and then use the theme-finding as a way to focus their revision.  
 
These are some ideas for all of you as you’re thinking about your own themes. When I say read 
your work, this could be a 3,000-word piece. It doesn’t matter what you have, or just scribblings 
from your journal, trying to figure out what is it that you’re writing about.  
What is the book that you want to write and why? That’s really fundamentally a baseline 
question that you probably want to ask yourself again, no matter what stage you’re at. Very  
few people want to write a book, although some do, but not very many want to write just 
because they want to capture their own legacy. Yes, those people exist and they’re writing 
books for their grandchildren, but that’s not really what most memoirists are doing.  
 
Most memoirists are writing because they’re seeking to make sense of an experience that they 
survived, and they believe either it could help someone else or it can help you understand 
something about yourself and, in essence, set you free. I actually think that’s an incredibly valid 
and wonderful motivation for writing memoir because in the process of doing that, you can’t 
help but help other people because you’re making sense of your experience. These universal 
ideas and takeaways are what we were talking about last week and how they surface. 
 
Then, look for patterns in your text; what ideas are you circling? What are the things that come 
up again and again and again? Linda Joy has taught in previous sessions that obsession is 
actually not a negative where memoir writing is concerned. Obsession can actually point you to 
the things that you really care about or that won’t let you go that you need to understand on a 
deeper level. Dani Shapiro has written a lot about that. She was obsessed with identity, and lo 
and behold, she finds out when she’s in her fifties, that her father is not her biological father. 
All of a sudden it made sense. Oh, I was obsessed with that for a reason. There was something I 
was trying to make sense of in my life experience. You don’t really need to know why you’re 
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obsessed. That may be the point of writing the memoir in the first place. But what are the ideas 
that grip you? 
 
Or if we’re looking at Kiese, I’m going to talk a bit about subtext a bit tonight, but shit happened 
to him. He was a victim in a lot of ways, and victims have a lot to process and sort out and make 
sense of their experience in order to write a new narrative and, in essence, devictimize and 
reclaim. I think there’s a lot of that going on in this book. 
 
If you’re at a loss for your themes, let someone else read your work, someone safe, obviously, 
to reflect back to you what they see, what’s on the page. Lots of times I’ve read things where 
people are saying this is just a mess. I don’t know what’s here. I can pull those threads. Linda 
Joy and I, who are professional readers and editors, obviously can, but even your friends, 
people you trust, can do this for you because they will see things that you don’t. If you have the 
wherewithal, great, but sometimes it’s hard to sort through. Sometimes you can feel a little too 
close to the work. 
 
“Read other memoirs and highlight what you think their themes are.” That’s also very helpful 
because this is honing your skills of understanding what it means to have a topic. Go to the 
memoir section of your bookstore or look on Amazon, and you’ll see the key words, and you’ll 
see. This book is about addiction. This book is about resilience. This book is about anxiety. 
Whatever it is, it will tell you. Then go through a book with the purpose of checking: if this book 
is about anxiety, where does the author talk about anxiety? What are all the many-layered 
ways in which that primary topic or theme surfaces, and really absorb that to think about how 
to integrate it into your own writing. 
 
Then, if you do have the wherewithal to start to know how to articulate your themes, then you 
can make a list. As I said here, how do you even know what a theme is? Is it a topic? Is it a 
recurring idea? That’s how you know what a theme is. A theme is really just an idea or a topic 
that you want to circulate around and understand. If you’re also at a loss, another thing that’s 
really fun to do, again, whether you have a bookstore or it’s just on Amazon, is peruse memoirs 
and look at the subtitles. Not all subtitles, because this one is An American Memoir. Sometimes 
you’ll just see A Memoir, but many, many, many subtitles point to the theme of the book. It’s 
very common. This is a journey of love, or a memoir of addiction, whatever it might be, but that 
generally points you to what the book is about, which is a helpful exercise as you’re starting to 
sort out what you might be doing in your own work. 
 
LJM:  Right. When we’re telling a story, writing a story, we are the storyteller. We become a 
storyteller who puts it all together, weaves it all together. So what we do in these classes and all 
of our classes, is break down what people are needing to put together and see how they can 
enter into writing about an experience that another person can be with and know about and 
learn from and feel. There’s a lot to do. Let’s look at the slide about this. 
 
Like Brooke mentioned in the “what happened” version, which we often start with, you might 
use a timeline to find where were you in certain parts of your life. You’re going to write about 
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certain things, so we may think in terms of what happened and when was it, and so on. Some  
people want to write the “what happened” version, which can be all right if that’s what works 
for you to get it down, that’s great. But if you can even pause here and there early in the “what 
happened” version, and ask, what meaning does this have for me, that will be helpful to you. 
 
Let’s look at what meaning is. Here’s one of those moments. The storyteller, you, the writer, is 
setting up action. There’s action, there’s dialogue, something is going on, this is the what 
happened, where did it happen, theme, who’s there, characterization.  
 
A scene is where something is actively happening, and you now, the protagonist, the “I” 
character in the scene, and you’re experiencing what’s going on in the scene. You have 
thoughts and feelings about whatever this is. If you don’t, then you’re probably not writing 
about your theme or anything you care about. We don’t have a neutral reaction to something 
important to us. You’re the painter of the scene here, and you’re going to paint that scene 
according to what meaning it has for you, the protagonist. 
 
The “I” point of view in memoir, that’s the point of view most normally used is “I” versus the 
others, but we’re not going to get into that right now. Mostly the “I,” this is my story, this is 
what I did, this is where I went, and what happened, and what I thought and felt about these 
things.  
But even if you present us with a farmhouse, let’s say it’s your grandmother’s farmhouse, and 
you talk about the beautiful roses and evenings and the sun and how beautiful it was in all the 
different ways, you should talk about beauty without using the word “beautiful” describing it, 
you say, “Wow, she really loved that place.” If you write about Grandma’s farmhouse and the 
paint is peeling, it looks really dingy, and there’s plants in the front yard, all of which may be 
true in both of these versions, but the way you’re describing the scene and who’s there, and 
even the weather, that’s another lens.  
 
Your feelings about something happening is a lens also, and you’re going to be noticing through 
that emotional sensation you’re having as you’re writing a scene and looking at other people 
through that lens. Whether you had a good time at Grandma’s farm or not, or whether it 
normally is, but then there’s this dark shadow that would come up sometimes. If there was a 
contradiction to the way you prefer to think of happy Grandma’s farm, then you can start 
processing this as the character at that time: “I don’t know why I feel scared about going into 
the basement, but I do, and so I stay away.” Or maybe you don’t stay away. You can say, “Well, 
I’m not going to let anything stop me going to that basement.” That’s your character 
development as the character in the story. But all that is connected to the meaning and the 
emotional sense and the psychological sense you have of these particular moments. 
 
I think the other thing we run into in teaching is that some of people were taught not to say 
how they felt, so that’s one problem, not to reveal it, not even to reveal it to themselves, which 
makes it even harder to write about it. No criticism, but to some degree it’s unconscious in you, 
as a writer. We see this all the time. 
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Then there’s the fear of oh, my, gosh, what if I write this and then the family reads it, and they 
didn’t know that I felt that way about Grandma’s house, and now I’m in big trouble. I shouldn’t 
write it. But we’re telling you to leave all those people out of your writing room, but one of 
those people that gets in your way is you because you’re already reacting to some old layers of 
stuff that are coming with you from those moments you lived.  
This is all part of the permission to find meaning. You’re going to go through a lot or all of these 
layers I’m talking about, so there’s psychological, emotional, and physical reactions connected. 
If you’re writing about illness of any kind, you can go into those inner questions a lot more. 
Let’s see the next slide. 
 
So, the meaning, this gift that you’re making to the reader, and the gift, actually. If a writer is 
generous to us and we’re reading what they reveal, how they made sense of things that are so 
confusing, like Dani Shapiro in her Inheritance book, and all these books, Educated. I can think 
of many that Brooke and I have taught, The Tender Bar, we’re looking for what they’re feeling, 
what are they reacting to I the grandfather in The Tender Bar. In Educated, how did she really 
cope with living like this in this bizarre house with difficult, strict people, and what’s it really like 
if you try to strike out into the world. She’ll tell you. We are fed by these insights, and this is 
what the reader wants and the feelings over time that develop.  
 
So, it’s the inner story. When I’m editing people, I’m saying we need the inner story of you 
here. Again, it’s how you make sense of yourself as the protagonist and what you think of these 
other people that you’re interacting with. You’re not a stone. You’re reacting. You’re thinking. 
Some people say, “Well, I don’t remember exactly.” Well, take out the word “exactly,” and take 
out “I don’t,” and just riff on it, do some free writing and remember this moment, and this is 
what I can think of. Often, the more that we write, the more that things come to us. They don’t 
necessarily come in one fell swoop. Maybe they were filed away with just a little link to some 
other bigger memory or bigger file. When we write, we’re able to access that bigger file. 
 
Then, there are these deeper layers as you’re writing. You’re translating your inner experience, 
which is wordless originally, mostly, to words, to expressive words, paint a picture so I can feel 
it with you. Then, there are all these difficult, challenging issues like abuse, secrets, and 
addiction. Just to keep it brief, people get all tangled up in some of that. Kiese said this in his 
teaching: make many, many drafts. In early drafts lay all this stuff out. You’ve got nothing to 
lose and everything to gain because it’s been proven that writing helps people emotionally and 
causes things to get to another level. So, go ahead privately and safely, and explore your 
confessions or your conflicts or confusion. The list goes on, but it’s a good way to dig in a little 
deeper. 
 
BW:  Great, one example here. 
 
LJM:  So here it goes: 
 
    I will never forget the day I told you 
    I’d be back soon, the day I burst your 
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    Heart wide open, the day I left 
    Mississippi, the day you called me 
    your child, your best friend, your 
    reason for living…I should have 
    been crying because you were  
    crying. I tried. I learned how to 
    lie from you but I never learned 
    how to make myself cry. 
 
That is very poignant, and we certainly wouldn’t know any of this. This is all this inner story. The 
other layer here was the cadence that he wove into that whole section on page 162. 
 
    I will be back soon. 
 
He’s lying. He doesn’t want to come back, but it’s a letter to his mother, and he’s trying to cope 
with all of those contradictions in subtext, which we’re going to do next. 
 
BW:  Subtext. Subtext is exciting, actually. That’s what I find. It was really interesting to be 
reading back through the book looking for subtext because it’s subtle. This iceberg is here 
because it’s a helpful way for those of you who already know about subtext and about Ernest 
Hemingway’s famous iceberg theory. We’ll start there, at the bottom half of the slide. The 
concept is that:  
 

• 90% of a story is beneath the surface 
• It should be felt, but not seen 
• Author needs to know that 90% is, and it will seep into the surface 

 
So when it says, “It should be felt, but not seen,” we’re talking about the story and the feelings, 
the underlying ideas. I have some examples I’m going to share from Heavy. 
 
Again, there’s a lot of tendency in early drafts to be very overt, to do exposition. The reason I 
chose this image of the veins in a leaf is intentional, that you can see the subtleties, the 
intricacies. That’s what I think about subtext is that you’re feeling something and you’re having 
an emotion, and you’re watching something unfold. Oftentimes, what you’re seeing might have 
a tension or you’re not quite sure exactly what sense to make of it, but you’re understanding 
something about human dynamics. It might be…people are saying things on the outside, but 
the meaning is different. So there are lots of different complexities to explore when it comes to 
subtext, and we’re back to theme: an underlying and often distinct theme. So that is part of 
what you’re excavating, too, is how are you are thinking about theme in the context of what is 
seen by the reader because you are showing it.  
 
Subtext is helpful, too, to think about showing instead of telling, to think about all the ways 
you’re going to show the reader a scene that has an outcome. The story with Layla has a lot of 
subtext in there, and I’ll again have an example to show you all. But thinking about how Kiese is 
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delivering on these stories without necessarily having to make profound or obvious 
conclusions.  
 
Subtext is the unsaid meaning. There’s a lot of said meaning in memoir. There needs to be. I’m 
not suggesting that you write a memoir that is 90% subtext. Subtext is a current that runs 
throughout, and it doesn’t mean that you’re trying to secretly message to people what is 
actually going on. It’s just to say there’s a sophistication in layering some subtext in. What I 
found Kiese doing a lot was a little bit of subtext but then doing some explaining in the form of 
reflection and takeaway. So it’s all a mix; it’s a big soup when you do it well, a big, tasty 
bouillabaisse, and it should be that. You have a lot of stuff at your disposal. So, this idea that 
your reader is sensing and understanding what is unfolding, and it’s interesting that it’s up for 
interpretation. My understanding of something that Kiese went through might be different 
from your understanding of what he went through based on many, many things: based on how 
you read it, based on your own personal experience. That’s one of the things I find most often 
with memoirists.  
 
I was so struck one time I had the privilege to have dinner with Elizabeth Gilbert. I just had 
shared with her how her book had changed for me over time. I said the first time I read it, I 
really struggled with it. The second and third times I read it, I loved it so much. And she said the 
biggest aha for me or revelation for me has been letting Eat, Pray, Love be what it is for other 
people, that my experience of this book is not what other people are claiming for it as their own. 
That’s a really important piece. You may be the memoirist, but once you put that book out into 
the world, it is what it is to every reader, and each of those experiences might vary wildly. That 
struck me because it’s so interesting, this letting go, and the fact that no matter how much you 
want to convey a certain message, people are going to receive it differently. 
 
Why to Use Subtext:  
 

• Living in the gaps, meaning that we never know each other; we can’t know a person 
totally. 

 
This is funny. I actually cut and pasted this from a podcast with Grant, my co-host. This is an 
important piece. We don’t know each other when we read. We do have to interpret signs, 
codes, subtext. 
 

• To provide deeper meaning, the meaning underneath the meaning. 
 
That can feel a little complex sometimes, but that’s why Linda Joy was saying you’ve got to dig. 
It’s not just always one layer of meaning, and that’s part of Heavy  as well. One of the things he 
does so brilliantly—and for those of you who listened to the interview that I did with him on my 
podcast—I loved when he talked about Heavy like the seven-layer dip, the multilayers of what 
Heavy meant, and its meaning, under meaning, under meaning. 
 
Then, as I said earlier: 
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• It’s another way of *showing* rather than *telling.* 

 
Then, here is an exercise for you to take away for yourselves. We’re not going to do it live 
because it’s too big to talk about in a single sitting. You need a little bit more time.  
“Consider an event from your life where a hidden meaning or implied message was conveyed.” 
Maybe it’s as simple as we don’t talk about what goes on in this house. How do parents convey 
that to their children? They don’t often say it out loud. There are lots of known rules, and how 
do we know what we know? 
 
What are the dynamics that we understand or extrapolate from people just because we know 
them so well? We interpret; we project; we do all kinds of things. I’m very much anticipating 
what my mom needs all the time, even as a full-grown adult. She can do something, and I am 
convinced that she is about to do this, or that her intention is this. Sometimes I find out later I 
was wrong. That’s just how we read people, and the closer we are to people, the more we do 
that. So write a scene where you make sure the reader understands the hidden meaning behind 
it without telling them outright. That’s a skill set really worth cultivating. It’s quite powerful. 
 
Let’s look at some subtext from Heavy because I think it’s important to see it. On the basic 
sentence level on page 17, we have Kiese saying: 
 
    I stood there wondering why the shallow 
    grunts and minisqueaks coming from the 
    boys in Daryl’s room made me want to be 
    dead. 
 
He’s not saying they’re having sex because the boys are raping her. He does not say that they’re 
raping her. He is conveying that this is not just people making out. It’s something that makes 
him want to be dead. It is awful. That’s subtext. You’re reading that with dread, and there’s the 
subtext underneath it is that something is going on in that room that is not okay. When he 
taught for us, he said it was a crime, actually. He said rape is what was going on, but he didn’t 
name it. Again, sometimes subtext is about not naming the thing that is really horrific, letting 
the reader interpret it; you are not saying it. It’s not to be coy. That’s not the reason. It’s about 
how to articulate something in different ways. Maybe it is about not needing to be a hammer, 
but rather being something a little bit lighter and still offer a very conscious message. 
 
This whole scene with his grandma that starts on page 55, I want to invite you to read the 
whole scene, which I’m not going to because it’s a number of pages, but essentially what he’s 
doing here is he goes into the yard of these white people where his grandmother takes care of 
their laundry and stuff. He’s doing this thing where he’s stomping on their clothes, and he’s 
calling it “quick feet.” You can see this little kid stomping on the clothes and blah, blah, blah. 
Then the grandma reprimands him for his actions. Throughout this whole thing, she is 
delivering a message to him that white people might make you feel a certain way. She’s saying 
don’t retaliate. She’s teaching him how to be, despite the fact that he’s angry that white people 
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don’t treat them well; they’re not respectful to his grandma. Why do you take that? So there’s 
this whole exchange that he could have written much more overtly about how injustice is and 
how messed up it is, but instead he moves into this thing where she’s giving him a life lesson. 
 
    You know why I love my garden, Kie? 
    Because you don’t want to have to 
    rely on white folk to eat? 
    Chile, please. I ain’t studdin’ nan one 
    of those folk when I’m at my own 
    house. 
 
What she’s showing him is independence. There’s a lot of subtext in this scene, and for the sake 
of showing you all how to do that and what meaning do you pull from this? Early on, we’re 
seeing that Kiese is learning, as many people do in othered communities, how to be a minority 
in a dominant culture that doesn’t treat him well. That is the lesson that is happening here, and 
it’s upsetting, and that’s the point. There’s lots that we can extrapolate from that. Like I said, 
my meaning might be different from your meaning, but still pay attention to that and look at it. 
 
This one, that we’ve cited in every single class, on page 59, is because this is the subtext of 
where he’s essentially—at least Linda Joy and I feel this to be true—that he was sexually 
molested by his mother in some capacity. He chooses not to be overt with that, but when he’s 
writing these words, ‘be kissing me in the morning,’ ‘be slow dancing with me,’ ‘be rubbing her 
breasts in my mouth,’ this seems to be about his mother and about all the other things. Hearing 
her also having sex with her boyfriend, a lot of sexualization, especially he’s a little boy when 
some of this stuff is happening. It’s a lot, and this is a way of showing on the page that 
something is happening that he’s choosing to articulate to show that this is the iceberg under 
the surface, i.e., seeping up to the top for us to make what feelings we’re going to make of it. 
 
LJM:  The thing I want to say about that, at first that’s what I thought it was. Then I thought, 
really? And then I went back. It’s actually throughout the book in several places. But it’s one of 
those examples. I’ve been learning and teaching about using labels, even psychological labels, 
things like that. So the label is not the experience. He didn’t say “incest,” thank God. He doesn’t 
say that. Once you’re being diagnosed and it’s finally coming out, labels can be very helpful. But 
in terms of writing, what did you experience? Tell us about depression. Tell us what the light 
looked like in your room, things like that. 
 
BW:  Yes. We have a lot of students who will talk about then I experienced dissociation. That’s 
an example of a diagnosis or something that you probably learned in therapy many years later. 
So be mindful of where you are in your body and what age you are and how you’re interpreting 
these events. Anyway, obviously, he does this very powerfully. 
 
I just wanted to bring up the last example because there’s a lot about money. He doesn’t 
outright say that his mom has…later he does say she has a gambling problem once you get into 
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the gambling section…but in the beginning he’s --why doesn’t she have money? What’s the 
problem here? He’s talking about that he makes $18,000 a year. 
 
    Even though you and Aunt Linda made 
    more money, I somehow had more 
    disposable income than anyone in our 
    family. 
 
Again, he’s making sense of this. He does this a lot, and that is a form of subtext because he’s 
not outright saying where the heck is the money. He keeps weaving it in, like something is not 
making sense here. I know something’s not right. Then, at the end, we discover that she has this 
massive gambling problem. 
 
LJM:  He’s been weaving meaning all the way through, and he has some beautiful stuff at the 
end, and we wanted to point that out. Let’s look at the tracking and tending of naming that 
first. As Brooke said, there are several layers of themes and topics in Heavy: heavy itself, the 
things that he found heavy to deal with. His own weight is another one we’ve talked about, all 
these things. But one thing to me was really interesting as I relooked at the beginning and the 
end, is how he sets up the beginning and the end. So the very beginning, interestingly, is like an 
introduction. It’s called Been, and it begins with: 
 
    I did not want to write to you. I wanted 
    to write a lie.  
 
It goes through quite a few pages about the lie as well as the things he’s been lying to himself 
about. There’s a place on page 6, though, where, when he’s talking to Grandma, and she says: 
 
    I just be trying to put y’all where I been. 
 
So she’s teaching him I want you to understand what I’ve done, where I’ve been, how I see 
things. She’s kind of this wise philosopher person, the grandmother, who’s seen it all; she’s 
seen everything. Then she does it again. I was trying to find a couple of places where she 
literally used the words: 
 
    I love me some Jesus. That’s who I always been. 
 
She’s talking about her spiritual life and what she does to survive emotionally and in other 
ways. 
 
Then he develops it a little further on page 8, which was so interesting. He says: 
 
    I asked Grandmama if she’d been saying B-E-N-D 
    or B-E-E-N all day. 
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She answers him, which was really interesting because he—sort of a subtext, too—am I 
supposed to understand how you bend in the way you survive? That’s how I interpreted that. 
He’s young, and he’s looking at what is she telling him. She’s talking to him a lot about her 
struggles and how she manages. So this “been” and “bend” really became such an interesting 
thing to look at, I thought, because at the very end, the whole end of the book, the last chapter 
is called Bend, B-E-N-D, page 233 in the paperback version. He ends it with Bend, and it just 
seems so brilliant in this section with all its incredible cadence and using the future tense. 
We’re going to get into that on the next slide. Let’s go to the next slide, the overview and then 
the specifics a little bit.  
 
Here’s just a few of the topics, all of them weave throughout: Home; truth about the body; 
hiding; lies; the teaching world—actually about books and reading all the way through—
addition and abuse, his and others; shame, a lot of shame; memory, a lot of different 
memories; Black identity all the way through; generations of suffering; and how he’s working 
on making sense of all these things and even more than  on the list. 
 
When you’re making your list, you may or may not have the same, or you may have quite a few. 
Some people go, oh, I should only have one or two. No, there’s no rule about that, and 
particularly in your first draft, you want to write everything down, everything or a lot of the 
things you’re thinking about. Maybe some of them go into certain categories for you to reflect 
on. You can make some of these lists and see how it goes and what you’re going to put in a 
scene and what you’re going to show. 
 
Then, the final chapter uses all these different tenses, mostly “will,” which is the future tense. 
He says: 
 
    I will take a train to Washington, D.C. 
    and talk to the architects of Barack 

Obama’s “My Brother’s Keeper” initiative. 
    I will argue. I will continue to hide behind 
    podiums and lecterns in huge camouflage 
    shorts, and black sweatshirts.  

I will not know where home is. 
     
 
He goes on, page 234: 
 
    I will hate going to sleep. 
    I can keep you safe. 
    I will watch them ridicule us 
    and exonerate ourselves. 
    I will not buy a gun because I 
    know I will use it. 
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He repeats that quite a bit.  
 
He goes into this sort of amazing “I will,” but what’s interesting is that they are the things he’s 
already done, but he puts it all in the future tense. It’s really fascinating. Read it again if you’re 
interested in how he does that. 
 
He’s playing with time; he’s sort of bending time, what has happened and what will happen 
looks like the circle here. It’s all one circle in the word play I was talking about, “been” and 
“bend.” These are just things he did. You can try it, maybe get some ideas about how to do 
some of this stuff, and let’s look at some examples before we move into questions. I read a 
little of this: 
 
    I will not know where home is. I will 
    hate going to sleep. I will hate waking 
    up. I will not buy a gun because I know 
    I will use it…I will live and sleep alone, 
    just like you. I will want to lie every day 
    of my life, just like you. I will want to 
    starve. I will want to gorge. 
 
It’s interesting because he’s using contrasts in these passages, which all of us can do. It’s how 
you use contrast to create an interesting dynamic of tension between these different states of 
being, and he does that a lot, particularly in this last chapter. It’s brilliant. 
 
Then, I loved this because it’s about memory: 
 
    I will wonder about the memories 
    Grandmama misplaced and forgot,  
    or maybe just lost from the time I 
    started this book until I finished. I 
    will wonder if the memories that 
    remain with age are heavier than 
    the ones we forget because they    
    mean more to us, or if our bodies, 
    like our nation, eventually purge 
    memories we never wanted to be 
    true. 
 
Now that is complex, but he is excavating still, and it’s not all through the book, but in the very 
last chapter, it’s heavy. It’s really, really layered deeply with everything he’s already explored, 
but saying it in a different way. And then the very end: 
 
    I am just trying to put you where 
    I bend. I am just trying to put us 
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    where we bend. 
 
This is just brilliant. Sticking with bending, being able to adjust, adapt, heal even. That’s how I 
interpret it. What did you think was going on there, Brooke? 
 
BW:  Bending also, to me, has a negative association. It’s both. That’s what’s so interesting 
about it. It’s like he’s having to bend himself to be what white culture wants him to be, and his 
grandmother is saying you need to be this way. So there’s that bending that is uncomfortable 
that’s not a fair ask. And then there’s bending that is appropriate, that we should bend to be 
resilient. That’s what I thought was so powerful about it. Bending automatically brings up these 
very mixed emotions. It’s amazing. 
 
LJM:  It’s complicated. Thank you for pointing that out. I guess I interpret it as more of the 
resilience aspect, but yes, absolutely. Forcing them to bend and conform is a theme throughout 
the entire book as well. 
 
BW:  Yes, and I think it’s both. I think he’s saying I am bending. It’s really interesting because it 
speaks to flexibility, and it also speaks to more than that. It’s awesome. Thank you for bringing 
that up and how powerful it is; also the word play, which is what he’s good at. 
 
This is fun. People have such different feelings about it. It makes we think when we did the 
feminist foundations, and we had a similar conversation about what…what was that in the Erica 
Jong class? People had such different interpretations of…I’ll think of it. We got into this long 
conversation in the Women Writing Memoir class just about people’s different interpretations 
of, I think it was something to do with sacrifice. I’ll have to think of what that was.  
 
But we all have different associations, like “sacred.” I think we have to do sacred. We all have 
such an immense amount that we’re bringing to the table, and that’s what’s very cool about 
this, too, with regard to interpretation. 
 
I’d love to hear some of your thoughts. 
 
LJM:  There’s some toward the end about bending, quite a few on bending and being. 
 
BW:  Exactly like the religious connotations. That’s what I’m saying: Depending on how you 
were raised and what bending brings up for you, and also if you were taught to be flexible and 
bend to others, or if you were taught that you don’t do that for the sake of your pride. There’s 
just lots there to unpack, so thanks, everyone. 
 
I certainly welcome you if you’d like to share verbally. We’d love to hear your voices, and/or in 
the chat window is always welcome, either way. As we’re ending today, I think we can all say 
we’re better off for having read this book. 
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LJM:  It’s very layered. I had different reactions to it each time I combed through it, which were 
many times. 
 
BW:  We read it several times, and I would recommend that, too. I also listened to the audio 
book. I’m in this thing lately where I like to listen to the audio book and then read the book. So 
publishers are getting double our money with all these formats. 
 
LJM:  It’s interesting in some of the comments about incest, things people were saying. Some 
people found it hard to believe a mother would do that. Other people really were yeah, sure, of 
course they do. Also, why didn’t he just say it? He could have, but he showed it. That’s what 
that example is. He showed it there and in, actually, a bunch of other places. 
 
BW:  The other thing that’s very complicated about this whole book is that it is a love letter to 
his mother. People can do terrible things to us, and we still love them. She obviously is on the 
spectrum, like many human beings—wonderful in some ways and awful in other ways. To me, 
what’s so powerful oftentimes about these whether it’s mother/daughter, son/daughter, kid 
and their mom like in The Tender Bar or like when we had Ashley Seaford teaching with us on 
the father/daughter dynamic. 
It’s never one thing, and there’s a lot packed into this. I think he does a really good job of 
painting his mother’s full humanity. I thought it was interesting when he talked about some of 
the things that he chose to put in. Was I doing that to punish her? Was I doing that because I 
was mad? The fact that he was even tossing that around in his mind still led me to think—and 
he talked about the sacrifice. He said, “You give up something when you choose to write in this 
way, or there’s a cost.”  
 
LJM:  A. just said interestingly, “Naming it as incest might have put his mother more rigidly in 
the character of perpetrator, which he’s trying to avoid.” He was writing a love letter to his 
mother, so it’s not an accusation. What he was writing about is what she did, the experience he 
had, without a direct accusation of anything, as a way to process it. He did say in his interview 
that he and his mother have had quite a few conversations. Those must have been interesting. 
She approved of him writing the book and publishing the book as it is. 
 
BW:  She’s obviously a super smart lady, so it’s not like she didn’t see this. That’s the other 
thing that’s really fascinating about interpretation. Well, did you mean that? Maybe she let 
herself believe that those sexual experiences…some people do not see what they don’t want to 
see. You talk about denial or maybe possibly, actually literally doesn’t remember, and then saw 
that scene and maybe said oh, well, he’s talking about Layla Beauford or whatever, didn’t see 
herself in those words. That’s also my experience with people who have had the experience of 
incest. People shut it out, the perpetrators, too. The mind is an amazing organ that likes to 
forget well. 
 
LJM:  It’s interesting for anybody in the audience writing about addiction. He doesn’t say, “My 
mom and I were addicted to the casino,” full stop, and that’s it, but he shows how they did that 
and how complicated it was and how painful it was, and yet it was thrilling because sometimes 
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they won. He got involved, too. He spent all his money and borrowed money and lost the 
money. It was hard to watch unfold. 
 
BW:  There’s the self-destructive aspect of that, and when you are a survivor, when you’ve 
been through some of the violence that he has experienced put on the page. He shares with us 
a lot about the gambling, about the weight loss, the sense of control that people try to exert 
over their bodies when they feel out of control, I think that’s a big takeaway from this book. He 
doesn’t say I’m being self-harming. Again, how do you show on the page what you’re doing, 
what you’re doing to yourself? He realized telling the truth was way different from finding the 
truth, and finding the truth had everything to do with revisiting and rearranging the words. “I 
had to rearrange, add, subtract, sift, until I found a way to free the memory.” That’s awesome. 
 
LJM:  Great quote. Thank you. 
 
BW:  Nice find, and I think that’s, too, what we’re talking about with theme, this idea that you 
are—and Mary Karr talks a similar kind of thing. I always remember this. In one of her 
interviews, she said she pulled at her scenes like taffy. I loved the visual of that because it’s like 
here’s your scene. It’s a little piece of taffy, and you just massage it and pull at it until it starts to 
make sense through the lens of your theme, and that’s the same as sifting, rearranging, being 
with your words until they surface in a way that is powerful, that goes beyond just when this 
happened. 
 
LJM:  Therefore, surrender to the power of your vision and even look forward to it. I find it’s 
harder to get things down at first. Then you go back to revision, and you’re a reader and you’re 
the creator at the same time. You get to come in there and get out your thesaurus, and bend 
and pull with the taffy, and looking at how can I show this and not say it, or how do I tell 
takeaway. How do I need to tell something that I finally understand?  
 
BW:  Well, everyone, thank you for being in this series with us. It’s been awesome, and I know a 
lot of you are returning to series you’ve taken with us before, so we certainly appreciate that, 
and we’ll cook something up again for the fall. We’ll see some of you in our six-month class. I 
recognize so many names from previous classes or just online, so come find us on Facebook. 
That’s probably where Linda Joy happen to be the most active, but we’d love to exchange with 
you and hear how your writing is going. 
 
LJM:  Thank you so much for hanging out with us, and keep reading memoir. Look at what 
they’re doing. Copy, steal, play with some of this. 
 
BW:  Thank you. Have a good summer. 
 
END 
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