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Writing a memoir is not an act of war, but it can seem that way to our families. When 

our “truths” are other people’s “lies" what they need to believe, the larger-than-life stories that 

are skewed or downright wrong—according to some who look askance at any story that does 

not agree with their own version.  Family members are like slices of a pie, seeing the center 

through a different lens. It's a war then families fight over what “really” happened, and this can 

go on and on, for generations.  

Memoirists wrestle with those inner voices, the inner critic, or are they the family voices 

who are whispering, or yelling, these things: 

• You’re writing a memoir! For heaven’s sake, why must you air the dirty family 

laundry? 

• Why are you doing this to us? 

• I thought you loved me! 

• Your grandmother is going to roll over in her grave if you write that. 

• Don’t you dare write any of that while we’re alive! 

• You're a liar! 

• Who gave you the right to tell my story? 

• We're gonna sue you if you publish that! 

• Secrets are kept for a reason. Don't you rock the boat. 

 

We can't stand behind the fictional wall and say, "I made it all up. I know it seems like Aunt 

Rose and grandma, but really, it's all fiction." No, we can't do that. We have to stand there raw 

and real and claim we're writing the truth to the best of our ability, your honor, as the court 

wearing its black robes begins to judge us at 9 AM while we are sitting down to write. And it 

stays there all day as the clocks tick and the dogs demand to be walked and the sun passes 

across the sky. Our ideas dissolve and we are consumed in guilt and doubt.  

 



There's the "inner critic" the voices that perch on our shoulder, but most of us have real 

people in our lives who get fidgety when the find out we're writing about "their" family, even 

though they are also "our" family. And we might be writing about them. People get very antsy 

and nosey and worried when they have a writer in the family, especially a memoir writer, so for 

goodness sake if you hope to write your story, keep the fact that you’re writing a memoir to 

yourself! Unless your family lives next door, they won't find out you wrote your first draft or 

your fifth one until you tell them. Keep your mouth shut.  Write your whole story in your first 

draft. Decide later what to keep and what to leave out. 

In the meantime, write all those stories about your brother, your parents, your best 

friend, your first boyfriend, the kid who clocked you that later became  a stockbroker. Write 

about the guy who took advantage of your innocence and use his real name. Write your anger 

and all the times you wanted to hit someone back but didn't dare because they were grownups 

and it would only make things worse. 

Find your voice, write it all out. Don't hold back. Break out of your silence. Tell it like it 

was and if it was ugly, tell it true. It will hurt for a while, but then you will feel better. It has 

already been hurting you for too long, but now the word is that first you get all that stuff out 

and then you shape it and make it make sense. That is if you want to write your truth, all the 

way, without fussing. Most of us think we need to be too polite, as if we are at a fancy tea, and 

write sweetly and not shock anyone, but that's not what this is about. You have to shock 

yourself to break out of the tiny closet where only what is approved of can be written. You have 

to write the ugly stuff, the blood, sweat and tears, and the beauty will then come more 

naturally, not wrapped in lace, but in authenticity. It will be real beauty, not something we have 

to fake to be "nice." 

In other words, Write Your Truth. Protect yourself from gawkers and naysayers. And find 

your tribe. Memoir writers do something brave every day—they claim their truth.  

For now, your focus needs to be finding YOUR voice, your story, and your point of view. 

Memory is subjective always. Your brain and emotions put together events to create a narrative 

memory. Since we are all unique, your narrative memory will likely be different from someone 



else’s, though it’s always great when someone says, “Yeah, it happened just like you say!”  

When we write the family stories, especially if people behaved badly or were abusive or unkind, 

we still may want to protect them for various reasons, but we want to tell our truths. Somehow the 

need to tell the truth as we see it is bursting us at the seams. We hesitate. I don’t need to get fancy and 

call this “writer’s block,” but you need to resolve what is holding you back so you can write. 

Sometimes anger or revenge can fuel the desire to write, which is okay if you need to get 

something on the page so you can heal. Just don’t expect that version to be publishable. We go through 

various stages when writing a memoir. We need to work with our story and move forward. Eventually as 

we keep writing, we begin to feel more distance from the emotionality of the material, and we can see 

the universal aspects to our experience. If the story is written with excellent craft, a reader will  resonate 

with your experience and identify with it—that’s a successful story. 

Checklist: What stories would your family object to? 

Do you want to write about subjects that your family doesn’t know about? What secrets are 

revealed in your memoir that you want to write yet feel conflicted about anyone else 

knowing? Are there secrets and scandals that only you know about? Secrets, lies, and shame 

are intertwined, so if you enter that territory, it’s fraught with conflict—internal for the writer, 

but also freedom from guilt or shame as secrets are revealed, if only to yourself. 

Just because we believe our point of view is correct, and because we feel that our story is just 

and should be exposed and shared, doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to put it in a public venue. But how 

much can you leave out and still have your story be truthful? 

In the final stages of writing, you need to decide whether to include potentially damaging or 

upsetting material in your memoir to be read by anyone and everyone. 

Wave these conflicts out of your head for your first draft by making a list 

• My family will disown me if I write about… 

• It would give grandpa a heart attack if he knew I was writing…. 

• I could never write about… 

• I’m so ashamed of… 

• If only I had never… or (If only I had…) 



• What I regret most about my relationship with ________________is: 

 

Let your ethics and your relationships be your guide in the last stages of editing  

• Will reading my truths likely lead this person to end this relationship? Is that what I want? 

• How can I write my true story and still acknowledge the humanity of other people? 

• It’s good practice to show the story your friends and relatives are in. You can either give 

them permission to ask for cuts, or not, depending on what you think is best all around. 

• Read what other writers say about how they decided what to keep and what to cut. 

 

There are stages to writing a memoir: get it all out, edit it. Edit it another dozen times! 


