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[ Never Write Right

| Never Write Right

When I was fifteen, I announced to my English class
that I was going to write and illustrate my own books.
Half the students sneered ©, the rest nearly fell out of
their chairs laughing. “Don’t be silly, only geniuses can
become writers,” the English teacher said smugly, “and
you are getting a D this semester. ” I was so humiliated I
burst into tears.
That night I wrote a short sad poem about broken
>—-— dreams and mailed it to the Capri’s Weekly newspaper.
To my astonishment, they published it and sent me two

%dollars. I was published and paid writer. I showed my
mteacher and fellow students. They laughed. “Just plain

ﬂdumb luck. ” the teacher said. I tasted success. I'd sold
the first thing I'd ever written. That was more than any of

-them had done and if it was just dumb luck, that was fine

with me.

During the next two years I sold dozens of poems,
letters, jokes and recipes. By the time I graduated from
high school, with a C minus average, I had scrapbooks @
IR filled with my published work. 1 never mentioned my
" writing to my teachers, friends or my family again. They
were dream killers and if people must choose between
their friends and their dreams, they must always choose
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I Never Write Right

their dreams.

I had four children at the time, and the oldest was only
four. While the children napped, I typed at my ancient
typewriter I wrote what I felt. It took nine months. Just
like a baby I chose a publisher at random and put the
manuscript in an empty Pampers’diapers package, the only

' box I could find. I'd never heard of manuscript boxes.
The letter I enclosed read: “I wrote this book myself I
hope you like it. I also do the illustrations. Chapter six
and twelve are my favourites. Thank you.” I tied the

s string around the diaper box and mailed it without a self

>— addressed stamped envelope and without making a copy of
.( the manuscript.
A month later I received a contract, an advance and

royalties ©, and a request to start working on another book.
Crying Wind the title of my book, became a best seller,

ﬂwas translated into fifteen languages and Braille and sold

- worldwide. I appeared on TV talk shows during the day
and changed diapers at night. I traveled from New York to

California and Canada on promotional @ tours, My first
book also became required reading in native American
schools in Canada.

The worst year I ever had as a writer I earned two

dollars. I was fifteen, remember? In my best year I

eamed 36, 000 dollars. Most years I earned between five
thousand and ten thousand. No, it isnt enough to live
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I Never Write Right

on, but it’s still more than I'd make working part time and
it’s five thousand to ten thousand more than I'd make if I
didn't write at all. People ask what college I attended,
what degrees 1 had and what qualifications I have to be a
writer. The answer is; “none. ” I just write. 'm not a ge-
nivs. 'm not gifted and I don't write right. I'm lazy,
undisciplined, and spend more time with my children and
friends than I do writing. I didnt own a Thesaurus until
four years ago and I use a small Webster’s dictionary that
I'd bought at K-Mart for 89 cents. I use an electric type-
writer that I paid 129 dollars for six years ago, I've never

Y

vsed the word processor. I do all the cooking, cleaning
and laundry for a family of six and fit my writing in a few
minutes here and there. I write everything in longhand on
yellow tablets while sitting on the sofa with my four kids
eating pizza and watching TV when the book is pub-
lished, I type it and mail it to the publisher, I've written
eight books. Four have been published and three are still
out with the publishers. One stinks. To all those who
dream of writing, I'm shouting at you: “Yes, you can.
Yes, you can. Dont listen to them.” I don’t write right
but I've beaten the odds. Writing is easy, it’s fun and
anyone can do it. Of course, a little dumb luck doesn’t
hurt.
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The Secrets of Memory

The Secrets of Memory
By Lee Smith

The alarm finally goes off in your head around 3 p. m.
Your face flushes and your hands plow through the papers
on your desk. You have accidentally stood someone up for
lunch. It get worse. You can’t remember who. And still
worse: You can't recall where you left your glasses, so you

can’t look up the name in your appointment book.

Why does our memory betray us? Is this a precursor of

GE

Alzheimer’s disease? Are there ways to make memory clear

again?

s First, reassurance: a momentary loss of memory is
probably not a sign of Alzheimer’s ® . People between 65
and 75 face only a four to ten percent chance of
Alzheimer’s versus a 20 to 48 percent chance for those
over 85. Yet almost all of us will be tripped up by for-

- getfulness as we age. Memory may begin to get a little
shaky even in our late 30s, but the decline is so gradual

_that we don't start to stumble until were in our 50s. In
recent years some neuroscience researchers have begun to

- pay more attention to this condition, called age-associated
memory impairment.

Making Memories. Many scientists believe new in-

formation is absorbed and then processed into memory in
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The Secrets of Memory

the hippocampus, a seahorse-shaped organ in the center of
the brain. The memories are then stored in sometimes
bizarre patterns in various parts of the brain. The names of
natural things, such as plants and animals, are apparently
lodged in one part of the brain; the names of chairs, ma-
chines and other man-made stuff are in another. Nouns
seem to be separated from verbs.

While age affects our ability to remember, other factors
also make a difference. Marilyn Albert, a researcher at
Massachusetts General Hospital, notes that among elderly

113 people she has been studying, those who are less educated,
s less active physically and less able to control their
day-to-day lives tend to experience greater memory loss
than the better educated, who regard themselves as more in
control.

Five Types. While most people distinguish between
long-term and short-term memory, many scientists believe
there are actually five types of memory, each with a dif-

ferent likelihood of decaying over time. In order of dura-
bility @, they are as follows.

Semantic. The memory of what words and symbols
mean is highly resilient; about half of Aszheimer’s patients
retain much of their semantic memory. It’s unlikely youll
forget what “prom”and “mess hall”mean , even though you
haven't used the words in years. Nor do you forget religious
symbols and corporate trademarks or what distinguishes a

10
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The Secrets of Memory

cat from a dog. You can add words to your semantic
memory until death.

Implicit. Chances are, you wiil never forget how to
ride a bike, swim or drive a car— skills that depend on
automatic recall of a series of motions. Conditioned re-
sponses, such as reaching for a handkerchief when you
sense a snmeeze, also aren' likely to disappear. Loss of

implicit memory is a sure sign of serious mental deteriora-

tion @ ,
Remeote. This is data collected over the years from
schools, magazines, movies, conversations, wherever,

Remote memory appears to diminish with age in normal

 people, though the decline could be simply a retrieval
problem. “It could be interference, ” says Johns Hopkins
neurologist Barry Gordon. “We have to keep sorting
through the constant accumulation of infonnaﬁon as we
age.

Working. Now we enter territory that erodes for most
people. This is extremely short-term memory, lasting no
more than a few seconds. It is the brain’s boss, telling it
what to cling to. In conversation, working memory en-
ables you to hang on to the first part of your wife’s sen-
tence while she gets to the end. It also lets you keep
several things in mind simultaneously — to riffle through
your mail, talk on the phone and catch the attention of a

12




