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We were seated at her round wooden table in the small kitchen, next to the window 
overlooking my grandfather’s garden with its tomatoes, bell peppers, and the sweetest roses ever. 
Turning her head toward me, my grandmother continued to pose questions about my life. The 
specific decade—teens, twenties, thirties and beyond—didn’t matter: she was curious about the 
intimate details of my days. When my brother decided to ride across the country on a bicycle, Gran 
just happened to have a friend in Meridian, Mississippi whose grandson was also riding from 
Washington State to Florida that summer. “I’ll just give you his number, so y’all can get in touch 
before your trip,” she told him. When I was accepted into the Peace Corps, she discovered two 
people at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church who knew someone who had served overseas as a 
volunteer. Taking a sip of her chilled water that morning, Gran explained her reason for living, even 
though she was frail and in her eighties: “I want to stay alive to see how it all turns out.”  

I feel the same way about my fixation with memoirs—that genre that explores the 
extraordinary ordinary lives of real people—writers who make me feel like I could run into them at 
the grocery store or gas station on a. Sunday afternoon. With memoir, real-life becomes as 
endearing and engrossing as fiction. While I relish a novel like American Marriage by Tayari Jones 
or Ann Patchett’s Commonwealth, I’ve fallen in love with memoirists whom I consider friends due to 
my deep knowledge of their inner worlds. The list of such “friendships” includes Jesmyn Ward, 
Anne Lamott, Kiese Laymon, Nora Gallagher, Abigail Thomas, Michelle Obama and many more. 
My “real” writer friends encourage me to spend more time with poets and novelists, but I always 
find myself coming back to memoir, like a favorite blanket, because I want to “see how it all turns 
out,” just like my grandmother. There are some memoirs that provide sheer entertainment and 
others that shape my perspective on writing, children, spirituality, or relationships. Here are five 
memoirs that changed how I view the world and my take-home lessons from each one.  
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Hunger: A Memoir of (My) Body by Roxane Gay 

My take-home: Live into our contradictions 

 The New Yorker calls Roxane Gay a “public intellectual of 
the people.” This prolific writer is equally at home as a 
columnist for The New York Times and a writer for Marvel 
Comics. Her memoir explores the harsh complexities of life as a 
writer, professor, and public speaker—in a world where she 
was 300 to 400 pounds overweight at times.  

 “The story of my body is not a story of triumph,” she explains. 
In sparse but vivid detail, Gay describes the trauma as she was 
gang-raped at the age of twelve, too young to understand 
exactly what had happened but too ashamed to tell her parents. 
The child of middle-class Haitian immigrants, she attended the 
prestigious Phillips Exeter Academy, where she gained 30 
pounds in less than three months. Her reflections on adult life 
include the realities of seat-belt extenders on planes and 
unstable chairs at public panels, as well as her past work as a 
phone-sex operator and her current job teaching English at 

Purdue University.  

In her writing, she takes on topics like race and white supremacy, as well as cultural 
critiques of The Biggest Loser, reality TV, feminism and rap music. Gay reminds me that we all live 
in a world of contradictions, regardless of our physical size or intellectual heft. Denying those 
contradictions ignores our many-layered selves as human beings. I’ve read all of her books and 
covet her opinion pieces in The New York Times. Her acceptance of contradictions gives me 
permission to live into my own: a college professor and lover of Real Simple magazine, climate 
activist who buys too much packaged food; person of faith who rarely reads the Bible. We embody 
opposites, even as we try to follow one path. Hunger reminds me that might be the only way to go.  
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Moonlight Sonata at the Maya Clinic by Nora Gallagher 

My take-home: Create a community of shared 
experiences 

  Nora Gallagher is a writer whom I consider as a dear 
friend, although we’ve only met once when she spoke years 
ago in the sanctuary of my church, The Cathedral of All Souls in 
Asheville, North Carolina. Before she published this book, I’d 
read her other memoirs such as Things Seen and Unseen and 
Practicing Resurrection, which both explore her Christian faith 
lived out in a community of real people who care, love, and 
mess up from time to time. In those books, she practices faith in 
a world of questions and discernment, rather than certainty.  

 But this memoir is different: it chronicles her journey 
through a devastating illness, an inflamed optic nerve that could 
lead to blindness. After her diagnosis, she enters what she calls 
the “land of Oz,” a universe to the sick and ailing, understood 
only by those suffering critical illness. In the maze of medical 
appointments and insurance claims, she becomes more open—

and able to see—those around her sitting in wheelchairs, wearing wigs, or living with IVs in their 
arms. And she also begins to step away from her life of religious faith.  

 When I sat in the pews at All Souls and listened to her speak, I saw other members of the 
audience leaning toward her and nodding their heads with both intensity and empathy. During the 
question and answer session, people dropped any pretense about why they were there: many had 
encountered their own brushes with near-fatal sickness, cancer, Parkinson’s, and more. They were 
a part of her land of Oz, a world I certainly didn’t want to enter, but one that we all might face one 
day. She answered each query with such grace and care, often stopping to ask about individual 
experiences. As the lights dimmed in the church that night, I saw how writing can create shared 
worlds for each other. Her humility about her own eventual healing revealed how we are all 
connected in sickness and in health.  
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Some Assembly Required by Anne Lamott 

My take home: Hold onto faith and humor when 
facing the unexpected 

Anne Lamott is a tonic to those of us burdened and blessed with 
controlling tendencies. Her writing has always been a 
counterweight to my certainty that people need me—right now. My 
memoir collection at home includes every one of her books, starting 
with the classic Bird by Bird. This book, Some Assembly Required, 
is intended as a follow-up of sorts to her bestselling Operating 
Instructions about the first year with her newborn son. Twenty years 
ago, that book gave me permission as a parent to realize that 
wanting to throw a crying baby into the woods—just for a second—
was normal, as long as I didn’t act on the urge.  

 When Lamott’s 19-year old son Sam and his girlfriend Amy, get 
pregnant, she decides to document the experience as a 

grandmother and a parent, even though she is less than pleased with their timing. To me, the crux 
of the book is her grief at the dissolution of Sam and Amy’s relationship, the pain of watching adult 
children make their own decisions and mistakes. As children become adults, bearing witness may 
be the hardest part, at least when their decisions aren’t unfolding as neatly as we’d hoped. At the 
same time, we watch her amazement at the new life of her grandson Jax, who becomes a fixture in 
her world as Lamott fans know by now.  

 This book has a patchwork-quilt quality, with writings by Sam and descriptions from her 
travel, but Lamott’s self-deprecating humor is pointed and poignant: “If you ask me, babies are 
already ruined by seven months old. Once you drive them off the lot, they lose fifty percent of their 
Bluebook value.” I once heard Lamott speak to a crowd of at least 800 in Seattle, Washington: her 
irreverence in the face of everyday uncertainty made me and the audience love her even more in 
person than in her books.  
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The Bright Hour: A Memoir of Living and Dying by Nina Riggs 

My take-home: Cherish daily life in the midst of 
chaos and change 

 I opened the pages of this book the same day I walked 
into a cancer treatment center in my hometown for the first 
time. Riding on the elevator, I was nervous about picking up a 
friend undergoing chemo treatments, mostly because I didn’t 
know what to expect and wanted to support her as best I could. 
The author of The Bright Hour, Nina Riggs, received a 
diagnosis of terminal metastatic breast cancer when she was 
37 years old, the same year she watched her mother and best 
friend die of cancer. As a reader, I had become what her 
husband called, one of the “casserole bitches,” who brought my 
neighbor steaming bowls of sopa de polla from the local 
Mexican restaurant, as she organized meals and rides between 
hospital visits.   

 This book helped me understand my friend’s experience 
in sentences that resonate on the page for anyone who wants to do a better job of observing the 
world around them. But more importantly, her exquisite language helped me to covet “this 
beautiful, vibrant, living world” even in the face of trauma and devastating change.  

 As a poet, mother, and wife in Greensboro, North Carolina, Riggs chronicles the small 
details that drive our days. The challenge lies in the noticing, whether we are living or dying in that 
moment, and her poetry in verse reminds us we are doing both every day. I cherished her 
descriptions of taking selfies before chemo with her husband, having drinks on the back porch, and 
teaching her son to ride his bike, even before she trips and breaks her vertebrae as a result of the 
cancer. The cover of the memoir features pastel pops of color—orange and blue splashes—like 
soft fireworks on a white background. Published four months after her death, The Bright Hour is a 

!  5



book I reread as soon as I’d finished, because I wanted to stay with the author as long as I 
possibly could.   

Heart berries: A Memoir by Terese Marie Mailhot 

My take-home: Find common strength in the 
vulnerability of our mental health 

 With its simple and colorful illustration, the cover of this 
book belies the troubling, complex narrative of intergenerational 
trauma written by this First Nation Canadian writer. This memoir 
depicts a coming-of-age story on the Seabird Island Indian 
Reservation in British Columbia. The author’s grandmother went 
to a residential school that separated indigenous children from 
their families with rampant sexual abuse. The slim book is a 
reflection of lived systemic racism over time.  

 Terese Marie Mailhot begins this story when she commits 
herself to a mental health facility after a breakdown. Through her 
words, I was able to articulate and access my own past 
experiences with instability, even though I grew up as a White 
middle-class child in rural Alabama. Her writing is so vivid, so 
real, as we enter into her body and mind, struggling to ground 
itself in the midst of breakdown.  

But her words reveal our common vulnerability, which she harnesses with the sheer strength 
and power of her individual sentences and overall narrative. “I wanted as much of the world as I 
could take, and I didn’t have the conscience to be ashamed,” she writes. Mailhot details her own 
stint in foster care, her experiences having a child, losing custody, two marriages, and her 
diagnosis of PTSD and bipolar II, along with her troubling relationship with her parents. Her book 
has garnered critical acclaim, but to me, I discovered the recognition that writing about mental 
health can help to heal the reader through the common vulnerabilities we share. In my hometown, 
my own book club will soon discuss this memoir, and I’m looking forward to hearing their take on 
this stunning story that is hard to forget.  

Thanks for sharing some of my favorite memoirs that have shaped my thinking in this world!  
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