
Event Title: Making the Personal Public: Airing Secrets in Memoir 

 

Event Description: In memoir, how do we balance telling the story we need to tell 

with the discomfort of exposing secrets that can cause harm—especially to those 

we love? How do we write despite the possible fallout? Five acclaimed memoirists 

tackle this question through their own candid explorations of family, romantic 

partners, and careers, exploring what it means to make the personal public. 

Attendees will come away with tools to dig deep into the truths they must tell. 

 

Event Category: Nonfiction Craft & Criticism 

 

Event Organizer: Jessica Pearce Rotondi 

 

Event Moderator: Leslie Gray Streeter 

 

Leslie Gray Streeter is a journalist, author, speaker, and advocate for grieving 

people. Her first book, the memoir BLACK WIDOW (Little, Brown and Co.), was 

a Glamour magazine pick for Best Books of 2020. She and her work have 

appeared in Palm Beach Post, Washington Post, O, the Oprah Magazine, Seattle 

Times, The Atlantic, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution and more. 

 

Event Participants: 

 

Joanna Rakoff is the author of the bestsellers, MY SALINGER YEAR—recently 

adapted into a feature film starring Sigourney Weaver and Margaret Qualley—and 

A FORTUNATE AGE, winner of the Goldberg Prize for Fiction. Her new memoir, 

THE FIFTH PASSENGER, will be out in 2022. She writes for The New York 

Times and Vogue. 

 

Maya Shanbhag Lang is the author of WHAT WE CARRY, a New York Times 

Editors’ Choice and named to several “Best of 2020” lists. She is also the author of 

THE SIXTEENTH OF JUNE, named a must-read novel by CBS and InStyle and 

long listed for the Center for Fiction First Novel Prize. Her work has been featured 

in The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Los Angeles Times, and Times 

of India. She holds a PhD in Comparative Literature. 

 

Julie Metz is the author of the New York Times bestselling memoir PERFECTION 

and EVA AND EVE: A SEARCH FOR MY MOTHER’S CHILDHOOD AND 

WHAT A WAR LEFT BEHIND. She has written for publications including The 



New York Times, Tablet, Salon, Dame, and Catapult and is a fellow of MacDowell, 

Yaddo, and the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts. 

 

Jessica Pearce Rotondi is the author of WHAT WE INHERIT: A SECRET WAR 

AND A FAMILY’S SEARCH FOR ANSWERS, which O, The Oprah Magazine 

named a best book of summer 2020. She is a former senior editor at HuffPost and 

has written for The Boston Globe, The History Channel, Reader’s Digest, Salon, 

and Vogue. 

 

Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements: 

 

Leslie Gray Streeter:  

Why do we like memoir? Is it the honest study of the human condition, and what 

the true, candid looks into other people’s souls can tell us about our own? Or are 

we just nosy? How does a memoirist approach revealing the past and its attendant 

secrets? And how do they know what’s too much or what’s not enough? Each of 

the panelists here today made the personal public by publishing a memoir. I’m 

going to ask everyone to say a few words about their book, then get to some 

questions on craft. We’ll save the last 15-20 minutes for questions from the 

audience. I’ll go first: 

 

Participant Initial Remarks/5-minute intros to their work: 

 

Leslie Gray Streeter:  BLACK WIDOW was sort of 200-plus pages of grief 

therapy journal, except people paid to read it. It follows the first year after the 

sudden death of my husband Scott at 44, and everything that comes with that–

crying, drinking, eating, crying, nighttime soliloquies where you scream at God 

and hope you don’t get smote. It’s raw and a little profane and a lot funny and it’s 

probably too much information, but I don’t know how not to do that. 

 

I wrote the book because I had too much of everything in my brain, too much sad, 

too much grief, too much inappropriate humor that I didn’t know what to do with, 

and I just couldn’t bear the weight of it on my heart anymore. And I wanted 

to  also write the book that I wish I’d had when Scott died, that was about the 

going through it, rather than some pat solution with proverbs and butterflies. And 

I’ve done that for other people, and that’s more than enough. 

 

Jessica Pearce Rotondi: WHAT WE INHERIT is a deeply personal book that 

begins in the wake of my mother’s death, when I uncovered boxes of declassified 

CIA documents, letters, and maps in my childhood home that all pointed to a 



family secret: my uncle Jack, who disappeared when his plane was shot down over 

Laos during the CIA-led Secret War there. Jack’s crash eerily echoed one my 

family had already experienced: My grandfather was a bomber on a B-17 during 

World War II. Her parachuted out of a burning plane over Germany, was captured 

by the Nazis, and spent almost 3 years as a prisoner in Stalag 17. Because he 

survived, he always believed his son did, too, and he devoted the rest of his life to 

finding him, even traveling to Laos to hunt him down. 40 years after my 

grandfather’s trip, I recreated his search across Southeast Asia. What I found 

brought me closer to the family I’d lost and the mysteries of a secret war that left 

Laos the most heavily bombed country in the world. Much of what happened in 

Laos is still classified, and I spent 10 years speaking to CIA officers, refugees, and 

veterans in my search for the truth about what happened to Jack. The dirty secret in 

my own family was a microcosm for the larger secret our country kept from the 

public for decades. You never know where your research will go!  

 

Julie Metz: Growing up in a secular Jewish family in New York City, I knew that 

my mother had been born in Vienna and that she and her parents and two brothers 

had been forced to flee their city after the Nazi Party’s takeover of Austria in 1938. 

My mother told me and my brother a few stories about her family’s escape, but it 

was understood, in a way I cannot easily explain—but is common among families 

of Holocaust survivors—that there were limits to what we could ask. Soon after 

my mother died, I discovered a small keepsake book that my mother had kept 

hidden for decades in the back of a drawer. Not even my father had seen it. Inside 

were notes of love and farewell from childhood friends, relatives, and teachers. 

This was the first clue to the private pain my mother had experienced in losing her 

homeland, her identity, and her sense of safety. This discovery sent me on a 

research journey at a time when our country was reinflamed with the same rhetoric 

that had stranded so many Jews in Europe during the war. I didn’t set out to write a 

timely book, but the parallels to that prior time became more visible as I tried to 

piece together the world of my mother’s childhood in Vienna, and the family’s 

escape and reinvention as new Americans.  

 

Maya Shanbhag Lang: I never intended to write a memoir. When I brought my 

mother home to live with me because her dementia worsened, I was in my 30s and 

my daughter was young. I wrote WHAT WE CARRY because I needed the outlet. 

I could no longer focus on the novel I was supposed to be writing, which suddenly 

felt abstract. Writing has always been my way of processing events. I wrote the 

book I needed to write. WHAT WE CARRY is a memoir of reconciliation: 

realizing who my mother truly was instead of who I wanted her to be, reckoning 

with the stories I’d always told myself (about her, about me) and thinking about the 



limits and possibilities these labels had created. The stories we tell ourselves aren’t 

always true. This is their power—and their danger. WHAT WE CARRY is about 

realizing the power of those narratives and how to set them down when they no 

longer serve us. 

 

Joanna Rakoff: For a year after I signed the contract for MY SALINGER YEAR, 

I couldn’t bring myself to begin work on the book. Why? Because I’d be making 

public some huge secrets, both personal and professional; that I’d secretly 

corresponded with Salinger’s fans, that I was still in love with my college 

boyfriend. Airing those secrets felt like a betrayal, a betrayal of both the others 

involved–my former boss, my, er, then-current husband–and, in a way, myself, or 

the person I believed myself to be. Ultimately, I was only able to write the book by 

telling myself it was a novel and I was a character. And carrying that conceit, or 

ruse, through my entire drafting of the book. Now, I’m finishing up a new book 

about a much larger and more painful secret: For much of my life, my parents 

pretended I had one sister, eighteen years my elder. In fact, there were two kids 

between us, who were killed eleven months before my birth.  

 

Panel questions for ‘Making the Personal Public: Airing Secrets in Memoir’ 

 

 

1. What makes a secret yours to tell? How did you know you simply had to 

write about it? 

  

JPR: You have to ask yourself why something was kept a secret in the first place. 

Who are you protecting by keeping that secret? Conversely, who are you 

continuing to harm? My grandfather’s bravery in WWII was family legend. My 

uncle’s loss in Laos was a different story–one my family and American history 

books didn’t tell. Laos is the most heavily bombed country in the world. The U.S. 

dropped more bombs on the neutral country of Laos during the Vietnam War than 

we did on Germany and Japan COMBINED during World War II. Children in 

Laos are still dying from the cluster bombs we left behind. In the States, much of 

what happened during the CIA-led “Secret War” is still classified. To me, history 

becomes real when it becomes personal. The government actively lied to my 

family, and my mother and grandparents didn’t have the language to process their 

PTSD and unresolved grief. I told my family’s story so other families could move 

forward with their lives–and so Americans wouldn’t forget this dark part of our 

own history. 

  



MSL: Writing is my way of making sense of the world. I was already in the 

process of writing WHAT WE CARRY when I learned of certain family secrets. 

They were integral to the story. It’s like I was in the midst of a giant puzzle and 

finally found the missing piece.  

  

In terms of the question of permission and what makes a secret ours to tell, I think 

intention and approach are meaningful. My goal was to make sense of my mother, 

which meant seeing her with compassion and humanity, understanding her not just 

as a daughter but as a human being, with the same fullness of heart and empathy 

with which we should approach any character, fictional or real. When that’s the 

approach, I think it comes through on the page. 

  

JM: The story of EVA AND EVE crept up on me slowly. My mother had not 

shared much about her childhood under Nazi occupation in Vienna as I was 

growing up. I never understood why she had withheld so much until after she died, 

when I discovered a hidden keepsake book in a drawer. It wasn’t that the keepsake 

book itself revealed all the details of her life. But it was a clue, as it was filled with 

notes of farewell from friends and family, many of whom did not survive. The fact 

that she’d kept the book hidden away for most of her life told me that it held 

intense emotional pain that she never felt able to release during her life. I was 

grieving the loss of my mother and that she had died with these secrets. At first the 

story felt intimate and private. I spent a lot of hours with the keepsake book before 

realizing that this must be a feeling shared by many confused children of Holocaust 

survivors and others who have lived through persecution, war, and displacement. 

Once I understood the more universal story, I felt compelled to write. I hope that 

readers will be inspired to ask questions before their parents and grandparents are 

gone and that our culture can find more compassion for those who must leave 

home in order to survive. 

  

JR: Ultimately, I chose to write this book, to investigate and chronicle this secret, 

because–I realized–it is, quite literally, mine. As in, the secret was kept from me, 

and me alone, by everyone who defined my world, as a child–my massive 

extended family, our huge network of family friends, my pediatrician and 

orthodontist. And, thus, this secret utterly defined who I am. It continues to silently 

dictate every choice I make, every day.  

  

But that doesn’t mean that I don’t struggle with this question every single day, as I 

sit at my desk! I fear less, perhaps, that the secret is not mine to expose, and more 

that in writing about it–the secret itself; the ways in which it was kept from me; the 

ways in which it destroyed my family–I can’t help but inhabit the experiences of 



the people about whom I’m writing, much as I would a character in my fiction. 

Because I’m writing about a horrible tragedy–the very public deaths of three 

beloved children–I have moments of extreme anxiety and serious discomfort, in 

which I become overwhelmed with fear that the people about whom I’m writing–

including my own sister–will feel I horribly misrepresented their experiences, or 

simply got anything and everything wrong. I suppose this is true for all memoir, 

but particularly so for memoir that brings to light very dark and long-held secrets. 

  

 

2. In each of our books, we write about someone who shapes us despite not 

being there: A mother, a father, a spouse, siblings, . How do you respectfully 

speak for someone else? What does it mean to be in conversation with a 

ghost? How do you access them when they’re no longer here to speak up for 

themselves? 

 

MSL: I’ve always been interested in constitutive absences—how what’s missing 

shapes us. I would actually say that even when we write about the living, they 

aren’t fully present or available. We’re always engaging with the parts of them we 

carry around, as we imagine them to be. These are incomplete pictures. We 

converse with ghosts in our heads, and we do this all the time. In a strange way, 

my mother’s departure from my life during her dementia reanimated her. I was 

able to see her more fully and completely not despite her act of slipping away but 

because of it. 

 

JPR: There’s this amazing quote about writing memoir from Mary Karr: “you get 

to hang out with folks no longer on this side of the grass.” The handwritten letters, 

newspaper clippings, and personal items like dog tags that my mother had held 

onto for nearly half a century were like talismans that reanimated the family I’d 

lost. I had so many questions I never got to ask Mom. Tracking down old friends 

and speaking the names of the dead aloud brought parts of them I hadn’t known to 

life. I didn’t want to memorialize Jack the Brave Soldier or Mom the Cancer 

Patient, presenting them as martyrs defined by their deaths; I wanted the reader to 

meet them as children, as siblings, as individuals with dreams of a different future 

for their too-short lives. I didn’t want to speak for them so much as through them. 

 

JM: My book also came together from what was left behind. My mother’s 

keepsake book opened a window for me to imagine what her childhood was like, 

how it had felt to be so unsafe in a place that had once been a beloved home. As 

Jessica described, there were so many questions I wished I’d asked my mother. 

Researching the history of Jewish life in Vienna before and during the Nazi 



occupation connected me to scholars whose professional lives are concerned with 

understanding what happened in this time. I felt I could enter my mother’s Vienna, 

look around, breathe the air, so to speak, and come to know my mother in a 

different way. And often during this process I did feel that I was literally in 

conversation with a ghost.  

 

JR: Okay, for me, this question speaks to both my memoirs, in very different ways, 

which I’ll get to in a moment. But, in general, this question of respect–how do you 

respectfully give voice to someone else–plagued me in the months–okay, year–

after I signed the contract for MY SALINGER YEAR. In truth, I felt–and feel, 

with THE FIFTH PASSENGER–more worried about giving voice to living people, 

but, regardless, I eventually came to a conclusion that may sound a bit cheesy, or 

sentimental, but which I truly believe: That if you’re writing from a place of love, 

you have nothing to worry about. We’ve all read memoirs not written from a place 

of love. Memoirs written in rage, or frustration, or–and this is always clear, at least 

to me–for purely mercenary reasons. And such memoirs only have one fully 

developed character: The narrator. If you’re writing from a place of love, you’re 

writing with empathy, with an eye toward understanding and accuracy, and you 

basically can’t get it wrong. 

 

That said, here again, with MY SALINGER YEAR, I was writing about my 

experiences with one of the most famous–and famously private–writers of all time. 

In order to not feel as if I were betraying this person who had showed me nothing 

but kindness and respect–because, in a way, simply writing about him represented 

a betrayal, right?–I needed to get my portrait exactly right. I radically over-

research the book, making sure I knew everything possible about Salinger, but also 

aimed to portray him exactly as I knew him. I did, definitely, in writing the book 

feel as if I were in conversation with him.  

 

And with THE FIFTH PASSENGER, I’m really, truly engaging with ghosts. The 

book, in part, represents an attempt to find out who my brother and sister actually 

were. Here again, I’ve spent years and years researching their lives, interviewing 

everyone who knew them, reading through their progress reports and sixth grade 

essays, and just anything I could find that bore even a hint of them. So, I suppose, 

this is the answer for me: Writing from a place of love and doing the research that 

allows you to get it as close to right as possible. 

 

 

 



 

 

3. How do you feel about asking for permission for the real people you 

reference in your book, or at least preparing them for what you were writing? 

What do we owe the people we write about, if anything? 

 

JM: Anne Lamott advises: “Write as if your parents are dead.” My mother was 

already gone when I began working on EVA AND EVE, but my father is still 

alive. I cannot be sure now whether my mother would ever have shared her story 

with me during her life, but during the writing I often had the feeling that she’d left 

everything behind for me to tell her story. The living person who knew the most 

about her life was my father. I spent many hours interviewing him as we revisited 

difficult times of their lives. But it would not have been possible to write a word if 

I’d had to ask permission during the process. So, I followed Anne Lamott’s advice. 

While I was writing I didn’t share the manuscript with him, but towards the end of 

the book there is one short passage that I felt I could not include without his 

permission. He doesn’t use a computer, so I had to print out the pages and mail 

them and then wait for his response, very old school. His whole-hearted support 

gave me confidence to finish the book.  

 

JR: Perhaps because I worked as a reporter, and magazine editor, for many years, I 

feel it deeply unwise to ever ask for permission to tell a story, or use a story, or 

what have you. Because your request will always be met with anxiety, suspicion, 

and territoriality. If you know you’re going to write the book–or the essay, or the 

piece for Vanity Fair, or what have you–don’t ask permission. If you want to write 

about something, but really and truly don’t feel comfortable doing so without 

permission from someone–or many people–involved, then, okay, ask their 

permission. But be prepared for them to say no and you having to let go of the 

idea. 

 

In terms of preparing people for a book–or an essay–in which they’re characters, I 

really think it depends on the situation and the exact people involved. Here again, 

if you tell your mother that you’ve written a memoir and she’s a character, she’s 

going to ask to read it. And if you let her read it, she’s going to say, “I wasn’t 

really that mean” and “actually, this is what really happened” and so on. Because 

no one’s memory ever aligns. And then you’ll need to make hard decisions about 

whether you change your book–which is a piece of art, not a family history–so that 

your mother is okay with each and every moment. 

 



So, I suppose I fall on the side of saying, “this is my story and I need to protect it at 

all costs.” But if you really think it will destroy an important relationship to not 

warn someone, I mean, do it. 

 

MSL: I was so worried about my mother’s reaction. I was caring for her full-time 

when I wrote the book. I was deeply entrenched in her moods and needs. I 

remember my brother looked at me very carefully and said, “I wouldn’t worry.” He 

saw what I couldn’t, which was that by the time the book came out, her dementia 

was so far advanced that she wasn’t aware of the book at all.  

 

I did share the manuscript with my brother and said, “If anything bothers you, I 

want to know. I can’t promise to change it, but you’re important to me—and I’d 

want to know if something didn’t sit well with you.” For me, that felt like a fair 

boundary: respect for his feelings without adjusting my story.  

 

I’ve been estranged from my father for nearly fifteen years now. I had no idea if 

he’d come forward and be angry or try to sue, but I never heard from him. It 

reminded me that our fears and apprehensions are usually much worse than 

anything that transpires. 

 

JPR: Most of those I wrote about were dead, but I waited until I had a nearly final 

draft down before sharing it with my father, sister, and Mom’s remaining siblings. 

It’s impossible to write with people looking over your shoulder. Write your story 

first and ask for forgiveness later. The harder part was asking surviving family 

members about the painful past. Ultimately, we had a lot of meaningful 

conversations and processed a lot of things we wouldn’t have if I wasn’t writing 

about our past. 

 

Can you talk about the role of memory in writing a memoir? How much 

leeway do you give yourself when recreating scenes and dialogue? 

 

JR: I mean, all memoir involves both remembered and recreated dialogue. Our 

memories are strange and faulty–if you don’t believe me, read neuroscientist Lisa 

Genova’s book REMEMBER, in which she makes this abundantly clear–and it’s 

not always clear if, I don’t know, remembered dialogue is any more accurate than 

dialogue recreated from a shred of memory. A weird thing about me: I have an 

unusually good memory. My father had a photographic memory. In the true sense 

of the term. He could look at a page of three hundred baseball statistics and then 

recite them to you from memory. I didn’t inherit this, but I did inherit a sometimes-

creepy ability to remember even the tiniest details of every room I’ve stepped into, 



meal I’ve eaten, and so on. Which has helped me, tremendously, in writing 

memoir. (And as a reporter, before that.) And it is also, in way, why I’m drawn to 

memoir, which is a way of transforming all those highly detailed memories into a 

cohesive narrative, to make sense of them and understand their significance.  

 

But I do truly believe that memoir is art. It’s not a journal. It’s not journalism. 

You’re taking things that really and truly happened and, as I said, transforming 

them into a cohesive narrative, which–in the best memoir–has novelistic scenes 

and a story arc. I’m not in any way saying memoirists should make shit up to serve 

their stories, but I do feel, very strongly, that recreating dialogue can be necessary 

and is fine, if it both serves the story and is true to the nature of the actual 

conversation, the specifics of which have been–understandably, inevitably–lost to 

time. 

 

JM: When I first began EVA AND EVE, I thought I would write a novel because 

there were too many narrative holes to fill. I relied on journals I wrote as a young 

woman to recreate scenes and dialog where I was present. I wrote to other people 

to confirm what I’d recorded in my journal, because journals are always subjective 

documents even when we are trying hard to tell the truth. I used historical research 

to ensure that my description of life for the Jews of Vienna was accurate. I relied 

on photographs and documents to create an accurate timeline. I made two research 

trips because it was vital to put my own feet on the ground where events occurred. 

From all this a braided structure emerged. In one thread I follow my mother’s 

family from pre-war Vienna, through persecution, and immigration to the United 

States. The other thread follows me as I search for my mother’s story. Ironically, 

when I decided this book had to be a memoir, not a novel, I did give myself 

permission—with full disclosure to the reader—to recreate scenes that might have 

happened, and photographs I wished I had. I had to question my own narrative 

reliability many times. I write about that experience of coming face-to-face with 

faulty memory because this is a book about Jewish memory—a story of trauma as 

experienced and remembered by a young girl, retold by a daughter.  

 

MSL: I always tell my students that all fiction contains aspects of memoir and all 

memoirs contain aspects of fiction. We conceal and reveal ourselves in our writing. 

We just aren’t always aware of when we’re doing it. 

 

I had a funny moment with my brother when I flagged certain passages for him to 

check because I was worried about inaccuracies. He called me and said, “Those 

parts that you’re worried about and think you got wrong are right. But those other 

sections that you said you feel confident about? I remember them differently.” It 



was a humbling moment. Certainty is a red flag for me when it comes to memory. 

Trepidation is healthy. That fear that we might get things wrong should be given a 

seat at the table.  

 

JPR: Many scenes in WHAT WE INHERIT occur before I was born. The book 

braids two POVs and timelines: mine and my grandfather’s. My POV starts from 

the day my mother died in 2009 through my 2013 trip through Southeast Asia. 

Every other chapter is my grandfather’s story, starting from the day he wakes up to 

learn his son is missing in 1972 through his increasingly desperate search for the 

truth from the U.S. government that stretches into the ‘90s. For his scenes, I had 

some lucky finds, like a court transcript for the trial where the Air Force declared 

Jack dead without a body to bury. The transcript had exact dialogue of my 

grandfather and grandmother defending their son’s right to be considered alive–

their right to hope was on trial. I also had handwritten letters where I could see my 

grandmother’s emotion, where her pencil ripped through the paper because she 

was bearing down so hard in anger. If you don’t have exact dialogue, I’m a big fan 

of telling the reader as much: “I imagine he must have…” It’s honest, and it also 

tells the reader how you feel about re-living that moment. For my own scenes, I 

relied on detailed journals. I took copious notes and photographs on my trip to 

Laos. 

 

Close with 10-15 minutes Q&A Session 


