OPENING PARAGRAPHS OF SOME MEMOIRS

Angela's Ashes: A Memoir Frank McCourt 1996

M y father and mother should have stayed in New York
where they met and married and where I was born.
Instead, they returned to Ireland when I was four, my
brother, Malachy, three, the twins, Oliver and Eugene,
barely one, and my sister, Margaret, dead and gone.

When I lock back on my childhood I wonder how I sur-
vived at all. It was, of course, a miserable childhood: the
happy childhood is hardly worth your while. Worse than
the ordinary miserable childhood is the miserable Irish
childhood, and worse yet is the miserable Irish Catholic
childhood.

People everywhere brag and whimper about the woes
of their early years, but nothing can compare with the
Irish version: the poverty; the shiftless loquacious alco-
holic father; the pious defeated mother moaning by the
fire; pompous priests; bullying schoolmasters; the English
Irish version: the poverty; the shiftless loquacious alco-
holic father; the pious defeated mother moaning by the
fire; pompous priests; bullying schoolmasters; the English
and the terrible things they did to us for eight hundred
long years.

Above all—we were wet.

Out in the Atlantic Ocean great sheets of rain gathered
to drift slowly up the River Shannon and settle forever in
Limerick. The rain dampened the city from the Feast of
the Circumcision to New Year’s Eve. It created a cacoph-
ony of hacking coughs, bronchial rattles, asthmatic
wheezes, consumptive croaks. It turned noses into foun-
tains, lungs into bacterial sponges. It provoked cures ga-
lore; to ease the catarrh you boiled onions in milk black-
ened with pepper; for the congested passages you made a
paste of boiled flour and nettles, wrapped it in a rag, and

slapped it, sizzling, on the chest.

From October to April the walls of Limerick glistened
with the damp. Clothes never dried: tweed and woolen
:oats housed living things, sometimes sprouted mysteri-
yus vegetations. In pubs, steam rose from damp bodies
ind garments to be inhaled with cigarette and pipe smoke
aced with the stale fumes of spilled stout and whiskey
ind tinged with the odor of piss wafting in from the out-
loor jakes where many a man puked up his week’s wages.

The rain drove us into the church—our refuge, our
strength, our only dry place. At Mass, Benediction, nove-
1as, we huddled in great damp clumps, dozing through
oriest drone, while steam rose again from our clothes to
mingle with the sweetness of incense, flowers and
randles.

Limerick gained a reputation for piety, but we knew it

was only the rain.



Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness (1989)

William Styron
For the thing which

I greatly feared is come upon me,
and that which I was afraid of

Is come unto me.

I was not in safety, neither

had I rest, neither was I quiet;

yet trouble came.

—Job

I

IN PARIS ON A CHILLY EVENING LATE IN OCTOBER OF 1985 I

first became fully aware that the struggle with the disor-
der in my mind—a struggle which had engaged me for
several months—might have a fatal outcome. The mo-
ment of revelation came as the car in which I was riding
moved down a rain-slick street not far from the Champs-
Elysées and slid past a dully glowing neon sign that read
HOTEL WASHINGTON. I had not seen that hotel in nearly
thirty-five years, since the spring of 1952, when for sev-
eral nights it had become my initial Parisian roosting
place. In the first few months of my Wanderjahr, I had
come down to Paris by train from Copenhagen, and
landed at the Hoétel Washington through the whimsical
determination of a New York travel agent. In those days
the hotel was one of the many damp, plain hostelries
made for tourists, chiefly American, of very modest
means who, if they were like me—colliding nervously for
the first time with the French and their droll kinks—



When | Was Puerto Rican: A Memoir (A Merloyd Lawrence Book)

e>Zs (1993

Esmeralda Santiago
A ship that doesn’t sail, never reaches port.

There are guavas at the Shop & Save. I pick one the size
of a tennis ball and finger the prickly stem end. It feels fa-
miliarly bumpy and firm. The guava is not quite ripe; the
skin is still a dark green. I smell it and imagine a pale pink
center, the seeds tightly embedded in the flesh.

A ripe guava is yellow, although some varieties have a
pink tinge. The skin is thick, firm, and sweet. Its heart is
bright pink and almost solid with seeds. The most deli-
cious part of the guava surrounds the tiny seeds. If you
don't know how to eat a guava, the seeds end up in the
crevices between your teeth.

When you bite into a ripe guava, your teeth must grip
the bumpy surface and sink into the thick edible skin
without hitting the center. It takes experience to do this,
as it's quite tricky to determine how far beyond the skin

the seeds begin.

Some years, when the rains have been plentiful and the
nights cool, you can bite into a guava and not find many
seeds. The guava bushes grow close to the ground, their
branches laden with green then yellow fruit that seem to
ripen overnight. These guavas are large and juicy, almost
seedless, their roundness enticing you to have one more,
just one more, because next year the rains may not come.

As children, we didn’t always wait for the fruit to ripen.
We raided the bushes as soon as the guavas were large

enough to bend the branch.

A green guava is sour and hard. You bite into it at its
widest point, because it's easier to grasp with your teeth.
You hear the skin, meat, and seeds crunching inside your
head, while the inside of your mouth explodes in little
spurts of sour.

You grimace, your eyes water, and your cheeks disap-
pear as your lips purse into a tight O. But you have an-
other and then another, enjoying the crunchy sounds, the
acid taste, the gritty texture of the unripe center. At night,
your mother makes you drink castor oil, which she says
tastes better than a green guava. That’s when you know

for sure that you're a child and she has stopped being one.

I had my last guava the day we left Puerto Rico. It was

large and juicy, almost red in the center, and so fragrant
that I didn't want to eat it because I would lose the smell.
All the way to the airport I scratched at it with my teeth,
making little dents in the skin, chewing small pieces with
my front teeth, so that I could feel the texture against my
tongue, the tiny pink pellets of sweet.

Today, I stand before a stack of dark green guavas, each
perfectly round and hard, each $1.59. The one in my hand
is tempting. It smells faintly of late summer afternoons
and hop-scotch under the mango tree. But this is autumn
in New York, and I'm no longer a child.



The Year of Magical Thinking (Vintage International)
Joan Didion

1. (2005)

Life changes fast.

Life changes in the instant.

You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.
The question of self-pity.

Those were the first words I wrote after it happened. The computer dating
on the Microsoft Word file (“Notes on change.doc™) reads “May 20, 2004,
11:11 p.m..” but that would have been a case of my opening the file and
reflexively pressing save when I closed it. I had made no changes to that
file in May. I had made no changes to that file since I wrote the words, in
January 2004, a day or two or three after the fact.

For a long time I wrote nothing else.
Life changes in the instant.
The ordinary instant.

At some point, in the inferest of remembering what seemed most
striking about what had happened. I considered adding those words. “the
ordinary instant.” I saw immediately that there would be no need to add
the word “ordinary,” because there would be no forgetting it: the word
never left my mind. It was in fact the ordinary nature of everything
preceding the event that prevented me from truly believing it had
happened. absorbing it, incorporating it, getting past it. I recognize now
that there was nothing unusual in this: confronted with sudden disaster we
all focus on how unremarkable the circumstances were in which the
unthinkable occurred. the clear blue sky from which the plane fell. the
routine errand that ended on the shoulder with the car in flames, the
swings where the children were playing as usual when the rattlesnake

struck from the ivy. “He was on his way home from work—happy.
successful, healthy—and then, gone.” I read in the account of a psychiatric
nurse whose husband was killed in a highway accident. In 1966 I
happened to interview many people who had been living in Honolulu on
the morning of December 7, 1941; without exception, these people began
their accounts of Pearl Harbor by telling me what an “ordinary Sunday

marning” it had haan “Tt wag inef an ardinarv heantifnl KRentamhear dav™

“And then—gone.” In the midst of life we are in death, Episcopalians
say at the graveside. Later I realized that I must have repeated the details
of what happened to everyone who came to the house in those first weeks,
all those friends and relatives who brought food and made drinks and laid
out plates on the dining room table for however many people were around
at lunch or dinner time, all those who picked up the plates and froze the
leftovers and ran the dishwasher and filled our (I could not yet think niy)
otherwise empty house even after I had gone into the bedroom (our
bedroom. the one in which there still lay on a sofa a faded terrycloth XL
robe bought in the 1970s at Richard Carroll in Beverly Hills) and shut the
door. Those moments when I was abruptly overtaken by exhaustion are
what I remember most clearly about the first days and weeks. I have no
memory of telling anyone the details, but I must have done so. because
everyone seemed to know them. At one point I considered the possibility
that they had picked up the details of the story from one another. but
immediately rejected it: the story they had was in each instance too
accurate to have been passed from hand to hand. It had come from me.

Another reason I knew that the story had come from me was that no
version I heard included the details I could not yet face, for example the
blood on the living room floor that stayed there until José came in the next

morning and cleaned it up.

José. Who was part of our household. Who was supposed to be flying to
Las Vegas later that day, December 31, but never went. José was crying
that morning as he cleaned up the blood. When I first told him what had
happened he had not understood. Clearly I was not the ideal teller of this
story. something about my version had been at once too ofthand and too
elliptical, something in my fone had failed to convey the central fact in the
situation (I would encounter the same failure later when I had to tell
Quintana), but by the time José saw the blood he understood.

I had picked up the abandoned syringes and ECG electrodes before he
came in that morning but I could not face the blood.



