
Show Me Your Worm 

By Jane Eaton Hamilton 

I wish I had something exciting to tell beginning writers about my writing life, or an 
opinion about recent events to shout, but if you set an apple on a countertop and walk 
away, returning seven hours later to find it undisturbed, you’ll see the excitement of my 
life. Until you chop it and you find the worm, twining its brown head from its secret pulp 
burrow, tasting the change in its plans. 

Like many writers, I write about the worm while safely burrowed inside a writing career 
inside a life that includes the ease of my apartment. 

I write often about trauma. People ask if it’s hard to share these pieces with, say, family 
members. I don’t have many family members left now, but there was a time when I did, 
and it can be frightening; I worried about alienation, I wondered if I’d committed libel; I 
fretted that I or my publisher might be sued, even frivolously. 

But while I can imagine a malicious ex, a freaked-out family member, I can’t imagine a 
writer who writes to incur the wrath of loved ones. Being shunned after spending 
grueling hours—maybe as many as five thousand hours—on a book that you’ve made 
precious and intensely felt is crushing. Being sued would suck. 

We pour everything into our essays and poems and books. We pour memory, context, 
vulnerability, pain, hurt and weakness. We pour the fragility of the human body and 
spirit, and also its strength. 

We may tell a fierce truth when we write, or we may make every single thing up. But 
even with creative non-fiction, authors mold reality. I’m not going to get into whether 
memory at base is reliable or a construct or both, because the neurochemical science of 
things is irrelevant to our task as writers. Memory, however it comes to us, whatever its 
flaws, is evocative, and the evocation is what matters. 

Here is something that I believe about authors: We aren’t venal or small or bitter. Our 
writing selves are wide and encompassing; they open an experience, bringing to the 
reader a fullness of its complexities, rather than closing it down. Authors in composition 
are, I believe, hospitable and unselfish and questing to understand. Rather than remark on 
revenge, we are usually exploring a bigger picture that whispers about life’s sorrows, its 
grief and the ways people can find to move forward. 

When I was finished writing my memoir about child abuse, I felt done with the 
material—and in fact I soon shredded the boxes of source material that took up so much 
space. But I didn’t feel “done” with the emotions the events provoked; still today they 
can bring me to instant tears. I don’t look to non-fiction writing to function as catharsis, 
but rather to explicate the tangle that is my life, that is my traumas, to make of that mess 
artifacts, comprehensible and clear. 



Imagine putting out the tools of any trade. Leather and awls and punching tools don’t 
make shoes without a cobbler interceding. So it is with the writer’s job. We have to take 
the nails, the thread, the shoe anvil, the pliers, the mold. We have to bang and hammer 
and knit and sew and melt the raw ingredients. The shoe in the end may not fit the foot, 
so we fiddle it around on the form and lo, now the customer can walk away wearing it. 

This is what I will be able to say at the end of a writing life: I saw something. I made note 
of something. I knocked the side of the flashlight to get the beam to hold steady and I 
crawled alone on achy knees coughing through cobwebs (hung with dead flies and 
gorging spiders) and finally I dug through the secrets in the hidden places, the places 
made opaque by fear and shame and time and deference and fear and circumstance. 

Secrets, exposed, lead all sorts of unexpected directions. Show them the light and they 
warp or shatter or refract light. That’s our job as writers, to dig out the unseen, to expose 
the reluctant. To say, “This is how it was for me; what was it like for you?” 

Nobody else currently writing, in the past, or in the future, has or will share this noble, 
grotty, true, infuriating, painful, miserly, snorting story only you can tell us. The things 
that happened to you and your mother and your Aunt Marge are wholly unique. When 
you stir them up and add your unrestrained imagination, you get unexpected, exciting 
results. You are fresh and alive–the only person who can be you. We need that. 

Come on. Put your apple on my counter. Show me your worm. 

--excerpted from “Show Me Your Worm” which first appeared in the Winnipeg Review. 

 

	


