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Would You Like to Write Your Story? 

Help from Where’s the Red Button? co-author Alison Lloyd 

 

Everyone’s story matters. Everyone’s story has the potential to bring insight and entertainment. 

Stories connect us. In response to a memoir like Where’s the Red Button? people often express the 

desire to write about their own life too. So I’ve put together a few tips here. 

You might want to tell your story because: 

• Writing is wonderful. There’s a real joy in expressing yourself in words.  

• Telling your story can help you understand your past and deal with it more completely.  

• Your story is a heritage you can leave your family. It’s part of where they come from and 

who they are as well.  

Don’t write your story to: 

• Become famous. It doesn’t generally work that way. (See the section below on 

publication.) 

• Make money. A memoir is more likely to cost the writer than earn income. 

 

How do you start? 

Writing a memoir takes more than a weekend – you’re exploring a whole life! Where’s the Red 

Button? involved 20 interview sessions, over a number of years. If it’s your own life story, you can 

type in a word-processing program, or dictate it into something like an iphone notes app, which 

will convert it into text.  

Where do you start? Not with your date of birth. No. It is a good idea to jot down a timeline of 

key dates, people and places to get them straight. But these are not the heart of a story. What 

matters is moments of emotional significance. When did your life change? In what way? What 

did you do with the challenges life threw you?  

You don’t actually have to write. You can dictate into a phone notes app which will convert 

voice into text. Or you can write by hand in a journal, or type. It might be handy to have a 

separate notepad to jot down things you want to include elsewhere or explore later. 

As you write or dictate, think in scenes. Use dialogue, remember how things smelt or sounded. 

Describe people in detailed, interesting ways – don’t just say ‘Auntie was odd.’ Tell us about her 

collection of animal skulls, that she used toothpaste as sunblock, or whatever. Don’t worry about 

spelling or grammar in a first draft. There’s time for that later.  

Resources to get you going 

Prompts to get you thinking and writing can be helpful – this website has 52 of them to keep 

you busy every week of the year: https://jeriwb.com/writers-workout-memoir-prompts-1100/  
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You might like to join a course for more help writing and shaping your story. This site lists 14 

free and paid courses from reputable providers: 

https://www.topcreativewritingcourses.com/blog/online-memoir-writing-courses  

The Australian Writers Centre also has a life-writing course taught by Patti Miller, who’s written 

several books about writing true stories too. Australian state-based writers centres and even local 

libraries run occasional workshops on memoir writing.  

 

You’re not finished when you think you are 

Finishing the first draft is really exciting. It’s an achievement – celebrate!  

Perhaps at this point you’re impressed with yourself, and fair enough. No doubt you’ve thought 

a lot, written a lot, maybe realised important things about your life. That might be all you were 

aiming for. Stop here if that’s so.  

But don’t email your story to all your friends and rellies. Not yet. I suggest you put the draft 

away for a while. Like at least a month, or six. Then come back to it with fresh eyes. When I do 

this I always notice parts that feel confusing or incomplete. As well as parts that I’m still happy 

with. Save the document with a different name, like memoir_2nd_draft.doc, then slash and burn. 

Restructure; rewrite.  

 

Find out how readers respond 

When you’ve done a second draft, you could show your writing to someone you trust. Ask 

specific questions about what they liked or didn’t understand. This can be awkward – a close 

friend or relative probably doesn’t want to offend you, or might have an emotional involvement 

in what you’ve written.  

Online courses or local writers groups are alternative places to learn and put your work before 

other eyes. Usually it’s mutual – you give feedback on other people’s writing, and they on yours.  

It can be hard for writers to listen even to gentle criticism of their hard work, especially when the 

topic is their own life. We tend to take it personally. But if you want other people to understand 

and appreciate your writing, you have to respect their opinions, shut up and listen. I have a rule 

that if two people tell me something similar, I need to think really hard about fixing the problem. 

 

How to turn your story into a book 

After all that, how does your story become a book? 

A note of realism: unless you are a media personality – including politicians, performers, and 

sports stars – your story is VERY unlikely to be published by a commercial publisher. Maybe 

you will get offered a contract if you face an ‘on trend’ issue in your life, and you have achieved 

something noteworthy (first trans person to climb Mt Everest, anyone?). Look in the biography 

section of the closest bookstore and you will see what I mean.  

WARNING: Some companies (Westbow, Siddhartha and many others) may solicit ‘submissions’, 

then tell you how great your book is. If you’ve Googled ‘how to write a book’ you might already 
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be seeing their ads, or even getting phone calls. This type of outfit offers to ‘publish’ or  

‘co-publish’ and ‘publicise’ your book. Usually this involves you paying thousands of dollars. For 

your money you get a spell-check of the text, a slap-up cover, a couple of images posted on 

social media, and half a dozen paperback copies. If you can afford it and you want that, fine. 

Personally I can’t recommend it. I don’t like seeing people flattered and taken advantage of.  

The good news is that now self-publication is achievable for the rest of us. It takes work and 

persistence with the technologies. They’re mostly user-friendly but you’ve still got to learn them. 

If you want paper copies, they will cost money – but less than the ‘co-publishing’ companies 

charge.  

Before publication 

If you want a good quality product, this is what you need to do before you’re ready to self-

publish: 

• Have your work professionally edited for grammar, spelling and expression. Even if 

you’re pretty good at writing you will have missed something. You can get these services 

cheaply on Fiverr and Upwork. You get what you pay for. If the editor is an undergrad in 

a non-English speaking country, their skills are not likely to measure up to those of a 

native-speaking accredited professional. Look here for accredited freelance editors in 

Australia and New Zealand: https://www.iped-editors.org/  

• Go to a bookshop and/or Amazon, and look at books similar to yours. What size are 

they? Measure them. How are they laid out? Go for something similar, in a size accepted 

by your printer (see below).  

• When you know what size you want, turn your Word doc into book format. If you know 

how, you can do this on InDesign. If InDesign is expensive and daunting, Vellum (for 

Apple Macs only), and the new Atticus are cheaper, easier and even offer templates. 

Otherwise, you can hire the services of a designer – again Fiverr and Upwork have 

inexpensive quotes, but we went local. 

• Get a cover designed. The cheapest option is to do this yourself on Bookbrush or Canva. 

An online design service like 100 Covers, or someone experienced sourced through 

Upwork, will give your book a more professional look, if that’s what you’re after.  

DIY options for a paperback print book 

• Print on demand services like Ingram Spark, and Kindle Direct Publishing let you upload 

your book files, and sell on retail sites like Amazon. You can order individual paper 

copies, dozens, or hundreds, or you can direct other people to the site to buy. Be aware 

that you will not make much money per book, once postage and the platform’s cut is 

subtracted.  

• Your local Snap printer might be an option for small print runs (ask to see samples).  

• For hundreds of copies you can go to a local commercial ‘offset’ printer like 

Macpherson’s or Griffin Press. Ask about timelines and compare quotes. The quality is 

professional but the printing takes time.  
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DIY options for an e-book 

• Platforms like Draft2Digital and Kindle Direct will let you upload a Word document. 

Then they magically turn it into an ebook file with a few clicks, for free. Sounds 

wonderful but in my experience it was difficult to get the layout and formatting the way I 

wanted.  

• You can pay people to do this cheaply on Fiverr or Upwork. 

• Or if you like fiddling with desktop publishing and design elements, Vellum or Atticus 

will also create e-books suitable for sale on retail platforms or download. I used Atticus. 

It took me about a day. 

• E-book files can then be uploaded onto a retail platform like Amazon for sale. Or you 

could make them available there for free. Don’t expect zillions of downloads unless you 

have a social media following of that size that you’re going to market to. And even then, 

any single book is competing against the tsunami of information that floods the modern 

world. 

This is a daunting list, I know! It’s good to be realistic in your expectations. But don’t let that 

squash your desire to communicate. If you write your story and it never makes a bookshop, you 

haven’t failed. If nobody but the angels read over your shoulder, your story is still valuable.  

Blessings and best wishes, 

 

For more writing news, you can subscribe to my newsletter:  

 
https://scrolling.substack.com/    
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