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INTRODUCTION: THE FIRST TIP

Nothing in this book is true.

None of it comes from the Hand of God. He didn’t thrust His big grumpy finger down through the clouds to etch these proclamations in stone tablets.

No Muse is whispering them in your ear.

They are not immutable laws scrawled outside English classes or bookstores.

These are not regulations.

This is not gospel.

This is not a math problem by which X + Y = a perfect story.

These are not rules.

This is a book of writing advice. Which to say, it’s just a bucket of ideas that are at least half-nonsense. A bucket of ideas that serve as tools. And not every tool is meant for every job. And not every craftsman finds the value in every tool.

We test our tools. We pick them up. We feel their heft, their grip, their ease of use. We tinker. We see if they’ll fix our broken widgets or adjust our off-kilter thingamabobs. If they work, we put them in the toolbox for when we need them. If they don’t work, we throw them in the dirt and walk away.

That’s all this book is.

It’s a book of ideas about writing. Tips. Notions. Tricks. Thoughts.

Tools.

No writing advice is bad advice.

And no writing advice is perfectly true advice, either.

Writing advice either:

a) Works for you.

or

b) Does not work for you.

And that’s okay. That’s how it’s meant to be.

Advice is just as it sounds. Mere suggestions. If I give you advice on how to get from Point A (the taco stand on Broad Street) to Point B (the other taco stand on Maple because hell yeah, more tacos), you can choose to listen to me or not. I’m not holding a gun to your head. Maybe you know a better way. A secret way. Maybe you don’t care that your way takes longer — maybe you want the scenic route. It’s just advice. I offered it. You like it or you don’t. It works or it doesn’t.

The goal isn’t to deliver truth unto you. The goal is not to inflict my ways and rules upon you. The goal is to make you think. We should think about what we do. We should strive to improve ourselves. We should hope to fix the things that don’t work for us and better the things that do. What we do is an intellectual and creative pursuit, so why not take some time and noodle it? Talk about it? Bat it back and forth like a cat with a ball of yarn?

At the end of the day — or, at least, the end of this book — you’re going to pick up some things and tuck them away or you’re going to leave them by the side of the road and move on. Just as every Jedi constructs his own lightsaber, every penmonkey makes his own quill — which is to say, we all have our own ways of telling stories, our own voices and our own styles, our own ways up the publishing mountain. We have no absolutes. We are given no guarantees.

Well — perhaps that’s not entirely true.

I have one piece of immutable advice.

And that is: Finish what you begin.

Because the best piece of writing you never finish is always inferior to the worst piece of writing that you did.

Enjoy the book.

Mind the language; it gets a bit naughty.

I’ll see you on the other side.


PART ONE
THE FUNDAMENTALS


25 THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT BEING A WRITER

1. You Are Legion

The Internet is 55 percent porn and 45 percent writers. You are not alone, and that’s a thing both good and bad. It’s bad because you can never be the glittery little glass pony you want to be. It’s bad because the competition out there is as thick as an ungroomed 1970s pubic tangle. It’s good because, if you choose to embrace it, you can find a community. A community of people who will share their neuroses and their drink recipes. And their, ahem, “fictional” methods for disposing of bodies.

2. Put the “Fun” in “Fundamentals”

A lot of writers try to skip over the basics and leap fully-formed out of their own head wombs. Bzzt. Wrongo. Learn your basics. Mix up lose/loose? They’re/their/there? Don’t know where to plop that comma or how to use those quotation marks? That’s like trying to be a world-class chef without knowing how to cook a goddamn egg. Writing is a mechanical act first and foremost. It is the process of putting words after other words in a way that doesn’t sound or look like inane gibberish.

3. Skill Over Talent

Some writers were born with some magical storytelling gland that they can flex like their pubococcygeus, spewing brilliant storytelling and powerful linguistic voodoo with but a twitch of their taint. This is a small minority of all writers, which means you’re probably not that. The good news is, even talent dies without skill. You can practice what you do. You practice it by writing, by reading, by living a life worth writing about. You must always be learning, gaining, improving.

4. Nobody Cares About Your Creative Writing Degree

I have been writing professionally for a lucky-despite-the-number 13 years. Not once — seriously, not once ever — has anyone ever asked me where I got my writing degree. Or if I even have one. Nobody gives two ferrets fornicating in a filth-caked gym sock whether or not you have a degree, be it a writing degree or a degree in waste management. The only thing that matters is, “Can you write well?”

5. Speaking of Luck

Luck matters. Sorry! But you can maximize luck. You won’t get struck by lightning if you don’t wander out into the field covered in tinfoil and armed with an old TV antennae.

6. This Is a Slow Process

Nobody becomes a writer overnight. Well, I’m sure somebody did, but that person’s head probably went all asplodey from paroxysms of joy, fear, paranoia, guilt, and uncertainty. Celebrities can be born overnight. Writers can’t. Writers are made — forged, really, in a kiln of their own madness and insecurities — over the course of many, many moons. The writer you are when you begin is not the writer you become.

7. Nobody “Gets In” the Same Way

Your journey to becoming a writer is all your own. You own it for good and bad. Part of it is all that goofy shit that forms the building blocks of your very persona — a mean daddy, an ugly dog, a smelly house, pink hair, a doting mother, that bagger at the local Scoot-N-Shop. The other part is the industry part, where you dig your own tunnel through the earth and detonate it behind you. No two writers will sit down and tell the exact same story of their emergence from the wordmonkey cocoon. You aren’t a beautiful and unique snowflake, except when you are.

8. Writing Feels Like — but Isn’t — Magic

Yours is the power of gods: You say, “Let there be light,” and Sweet Maggie McGillicutty, here comes some light. Writing is the act of creation. Put words on a page, words to sentences, sentences to paragraphs, paragraphs to seven-book epic fantasy cycles with books so heavy you could choke a hippo. But don’t give writing too much power, either. A wizard controls his magic; it doesn’t control him. Push aside lofty notions and embrace the workmanlike aesthetic. Hammers above magic wands; nails above eye-of-newt. The magic will return when you’re done. The magic is in what you did, not in what you’re doing.

9. Storytelling Is Serious Business

Treat it with respect and a little bit of reverence. Storytelling is what makes the world go around. Even math is a kind of story (though, let’s be honest, a story with too few space donkeys or dragon marines). Don’t let writing and storytelling be some throwaway thing. Don’t piss it away. It’s really cool stuff. Stories have the power to make people feel. To give a shit. To change their opinions. To change the world.

10. Your Writing Has Whatever Value You Give It

Value is a tricky word saddled with a lot of baggage. It speaks to dollar amounts. It speaks to self-esteem. It speaks to moral and spiritual significance. The value of your wordmonkeying has a chameleonic component: Whatever value you give it, that’s what value it will have. You give your work away, that’s what it’s worth. If you hate your work, that’s what it’s worth. Put more plainly: What you do has value, so claim value for what you do. Put even more plainly: Don’t work for free.

11. You Are Your Own Worst Enemy

It’s not the gatekeepers. Not the audience. Not the reviewers. Not your wife, your mother, your baby, your dog. Not your work schedule, your sleep schedule, your rampant masturbation schedule. If you’re not succeeding at writing, you’ve nobody to blame but yourself. You’re the one who needs to super-glue her booty to the chair. You’re the one who needs to pound away at his keyboard until the words come out. It’s like Michael Jackson sang: “I took my baby on a Saturday bang.” … No, wait, that’s not it. “I’m talkin’ ‘bout the man in the mirror.” Yeah. Yes. That’s the one.

12. Your Voice Is Your Own

Write like you write, like you can’t help but write, and your voice will become yours and yours alone. It’ll take time, but it’ll happen as long as you let it. Own your voice, for your voice is your own. Once you know where your voice lives, you no longer have to worry so much about being derivative.

13. Cultivate Calluses

Put differently — harden up, soldier. The writing life is a tough one. Edits can be hard to take. Rejections, even worse. Not everybody respects what you do. Hell, a lot of people don’t even care. Build up that layer of blubber. Form a mighty exoskeleton. Expect to be pelted in the face with metaphorical (er, hopefully metaphorical) ice balls. It’s a gauntlet. It sucks. Still gotta run it, though.

14. Stones Are Polished by Agitation

Even the roughest stone is made smooth by agitation, motion, erosion. Yeah, the writing life can be tough, but it needs to be. Edits are good. Rejections are, too. Write with a partner. Submit yourself to criticism. Creative agitation can serve you well. Embrace it. Look into that dark hole for answers, not fear. Gaze into the narrative vagina and find the story baby crowning there … okay, too far? Too far. Pretend I didn’t say that. Doesn’t this book have an editor? Jeez.

15. Act Like an Asshole, Get Treated Like an Asshole

Agitation is good. Being an agitator, not so much. If you are an asshole to agents and editors, editors and agents will treat you like an asshole. If you are an asshole to other writers, they’ll bash you over the head with a typewriter, or shiv you with an iPad in the shower. If you are an asshole to your audience, they’ll do a thing worse than all of that: They’ll just ignore you. So, for real, don’t be an asshole.

16. Writing Is Never About Just Writing

Writing is the priority. Write the best work you can write. That’s true. But it’s not all of it, either. Writing is ever an uncountable multitude. We wish writing were just about writing. The writer is editor, marketer, blogger, reader, thinker, designer, publisher, public speaker, budget maker, contract reader, troubleshooter, coffee hound, liver pickler, shame farmer, god, devil, gibbering protozoa.

17. This Is an Industry of People

They say it’s “who you know,” which is true to a point, but it doesn’t really get to the heart of it. That sounds like everybody’s the equivalent to Soylent Green — just use ‘em up for your own hungry purpose. That’s not it. You want to make friends. Be a part of the community. People aren’t stepstools. Connect with other humans in your respective industry. Do not use and abuse them.

18. The Worst Thing Your Work Can Be Is Boring

You’ve got all the words in the world at your disposal and an infinite number of arrangements in which to use them. So don’t be boring. Who wants to read work that’s duller than a dirty bowling ball?

19. Second Worst Thing Is a Loss of Clarity

Clarity is king. Say what you mean. You’re telling a story, be it in a book, a film, a game, an article, a dinner table placemat. Don’t make the reader stagger woozily through the mire just to grasp what you’re saying.

20. Writing Is About Words, Storytelling Is About Life

Everybody tells you that to be a writer, you have to read and write a lot. That’s true. But it’s not all of it. That’ll help you understand the technical side. It’ll help you grasp the way a story is built. But that doesn’t put meat on the bones you arrange. For that, you need everything but reading and writing. Go live. Travel. Ride a bike. Eat weird food. Experience things. Otherwise, what the hell are you going to talk about?

21. Everything Can Be Fixed in Post

Stop stressing out. You get the one thing few others get: a constant array of do-overs. Writing is rewriting. Edit till she’s pretty. Rewrite until it doesn’t suck. You have an endless supply of blowtorches, hacksaws, scalpels, chainsaws, M-80s, and orbital lasers to constantly destroy and rebuild. Of course, you can get caught in that cycle, too. You have to know when to stop the fiddling. You have to know when to get off the ride.

22. Quit Quitting

It’s all too easy to start something and not finish it. Remember when I said you were legion? It’s true, but if you want to be separated from 90 percent of the other writers (or “writers” depending on how pedantic you choose to be) out there, then just finish the shit that you started. Stop abandoning your children. You wouldn’t call yourself a runner if you quit every race halfway through. Finishing is a good start. Stop looking for the escape hatch; pretend your work in progress just doesn’t have one.

23. No Such Thing as Bad Writing Advice

There’s only advice that works for you and advice that doesn’t. It’s like going to Home Depot and trying to point out the “bad tools.” Rather, some tools work for the job. Most don’t. Be confident enough to know when a tool feels right in your hand and when it might instead put out your eye.

24. Though, Nobody Really Knows Shit About Shit

We’re all just squawking into the wind and nobody really has the answers, except you. Those answers are only for you. Everybody else is just guessing. Sometimes they’re right. A lot of times they’re wrong. That’s not to say such pontification isn’t valuable. You just gotta know what weight to give it.

25. Hope and Love Will Save You

The hard boot is better than the tickling feather when it comes time to talk about the realities of writing, but at the end of the day, the thing that gets you through it all is hope and love. You have to stay positive. Writers are given to a kind of moribund gloom. Don’t let the penmonkey blues get you down. Be positive. Stay sane. The only way through is with wide-open eyes and a rigor mortis grin. Don’t be one of those writers who isn’t having any fun. Don’t let writing be the albatross around your neck. Misery is too easy to come by, so don’t invite it. If writing doesn’t make you happy, maybe you shouldn’t be a writer. It’s a lot of work, but you need to let it be a lot of play, too. Otherwise, what’s the point? Right? Go push a broom, sell a car, or paint a barn. If you’re a writer, write. And be happy you can do so.


25 QUESTIONS TO ASK AS YOU WRITE

1. “What Is This About?”

This is, quite seriously, my most favoritest — and what I consider to be the most important — question for any author, writer, storyteller, or general-class penmonkey to ask. The answer to this question isn’t just a recitation of plot. This is you going elbow deep into the story’s most tenderest of orifices and seeing what lies at the heart of the animal. It’s you saying, “This is about how when people are stripped of civilization, they turn into monsters, man,” or, “It’s about how the son always becomes the father.” It’s about identifying the theme of your work, about exposing the emotional core and the truth one finds there. You ask this question to make sure your daily word count lines up with your overall desire.

2. “Why the Hell Am I Writing This?”

What I call, “The Give-A-Shit Factor.” Why do you give a shit? Do you? Why will anyone else care? Figure out what makes your story worth writing. Maybe it’s a character. Maybe it’s an idea. Maybe it’s one scene somewhere in the third act that you just can’t wait to write. Find out why you’re writing this. If you’re just phoning it in, wandering aimlessly through the narrative without purpose, the audience is going to feel that. The audience can smell confusion the way that dogs can smell fear and hobos can smell a can of beans. They’re like sharks, those hobos. HOBO SHARK II: BLOOD BEANS III.

3. “Is This My Story Written My Way?”

When I read a story by Joe Lansdale, I say, “That’s a goddamn Joe Lansdale story.” The voice is his. The story is his. The characters are his. You could drag me to an alternate universe where Joe Lansdale was never born, and still I’d know that this book in my hands is a book by him. We have to own our fiction. We have to crack our chests open with rib-spreaders and plop our viscera right onto the page. It has to be us living there in the fiction. Feel out the story. Feel if this is your story written your way (and if not, make it so). Write something that matters to you. If it feels like you’re not there? Backtrack, find out where you lost the story (or the story lost you), and rediscover your voice and your path.

4. “Am I Ready?”

You ask this before you start your project and before every day of writing: Am I ready? Screenwriter Jason Arnopp said yet-another- smartypants thing: “I’m seemingly destined to regularly forget that sometimes you’re not ready to write a script because you haven’t finished thinking about it.” Amen! So say we all. Sometimes you just haven’t done the brain work. Or gotten all your plotting and scheming out of the way. It is our nature as impetuous creators to want to jump in and do a cannonball, but all that manages to do is make a mess. Sometimes, you’re just not ready.

5. “Does This Make Sense?”

The biggest problem with Hollywood blockbuster movies these days is they don’t make a lick of goddamn sense. Seriously, I feel like I’m in one big game of Balderdash. I’m constantly asking, “Do they expect me to believe this shit? Did they dose up a four-year-old on Nyquil and let him write this plot?” You’ll find plotholes so big you could lose a Rancor Monster in there. Don’t be that way. When you’re writing, revisit the problem: Does everything line up? Nobody’s just … pulling a gun out of their asshole or suddenly crossing two thousand miles of desert in a day, right? Anticipate that your readers are going to be intelligent and will be able to smell mayhem and foolishness from a mile away. Have everything make sense.

6. “What’s My Plan?”

Have a plan, and cast a wary eye toward it daily. It’s okay if your plan is, “I’m going to write until I’m done.” It’s fine if your plan is, “I’m going to write the dialogue now, then a few big action pieces, and then I’m going to go back and fill in all the gaps.” It doesn’t matter what the plan is: It only matters that you’ve contributed a little brain-think toward it. Don’t be a pair of loose underwear floating downriver. Take control.

7. “What Do These Characters Want?”

Characters have needs, wants, and fears. Simple as that. John wants a boat. Mary fears goats. Booboo the Space Whale needs to eat a supernova-ing star, or he’ll die. Every character is motivated, and that motivation is the engine that pushes them from one end of the scene and out the other. Asking this while writing helps you keep character motivations in line: These motivations drive the plot.

8. “What’s the Conflict?”

Every character has a motivation, and then you come along, the Big Ol’ Grumpy Storyteller, and throw all kinds of shit in their way to stop them from realizing their hopes and force them to confront their fears. This is conflict. Hiram wants to have a dance party at the country club, but OH NOES he just got kicked out of the country club because his rival, Gunther, has been spreading lies about how Hiram likes to “lay with caribou.” Now Hiram must defeat the machinations of his rival and prove his worth to the country club. What Hiram wants is prevented by conflict. So, every day, identify the conflict. Not just in the overall story but in each scene. How do the little conflicts build to larger ones?

9. “What’s the Purpose of This Scene?”

Every scene has its purpose. Find it. Expose it. In this scene, you need to show Rodrigo’s helplessness. In that scene, you must foreshadow the showdown between Orange Julius (Secret Agent: Orangutan) and his foe, Hobo Shark. The scene after will see the protagonist lose everything and drive home the overwhelming difficulty. As you’re writing, find the purpose in each scene. Let it impel the day’s writing.

10. “What Has to Happen?”

Every plot is like a machine. Some are simple — a lever, a pulley, a nut-cracker. Others are far more complex. No matter what the case, every machine would fall apart and fail to function without certain key components, and your plot is like that. These are the legs of the chair: You need them or the story will fall over and break its teeth on the linoleum. Keep your eye on these. Know when you’re approaching one. Orchestrate them. Find the way to each. Make the No Man’s Land between them compelling, too.

11. “How Does the Setting Affect My Story?”

Setting matters. Setting contributes to conflict (snowy blizzard!), to interesting characters (Brooklyn hipster!), to mood (lightning over the desert!). A great setting puts a wealth of story toys on the table. You’d be a fool not to grab a couple and put them into play.

12. “What Do I Want the Reader to Feel?”

The storyteller is a puppetmaster. You’re here to pull strings and make people feel something — often intensely, often deeply. And so it behooves you to aim for a feeling rather than randomly hoping one occurs. In this scene you’re writing, what do you want the audience to feel? Hopelessness? Triumph? Delight? Fear? Do you want them to laugh so hard they get a nosebleed? Or cry so hard they can’t go to work that day?

13. “Am I Enjoying This?”

Not every day of writing is going to be a thrill a minute. Some days the word count is bliss; other days it’s like brushing the teeth of a meth-cranked baboon. But you should keep an eye on your overall enjoyment levels. You should be finding some pleasure, some measure of satisfaction, with what you’re writing. If not, try to suss out the reason. If you find it a misery, there’s a chance the reader will feel that misery, too.

14. “Am I Taunted by an Endless Parade of Distractions?”

As you write, it’s best to ask: “Oh, shit, am I actually writing?” Because, as it turns out, being on Twitter doesn’t count. Nor does playing a video game. Or watching football. Or secretly ogling obscure Prohibition-era pornography. We writers are easily distracted, like raccoons, babies, and — I’m sorry, where was I? The sun just glinted on a quarter and I found myself mesmerized for — *checks watch* — about forty-five minutes. Point is, if you’re easily distracted, you need to cut that shit out. If it continues, you need to find out why. Why is it you don’t want to write the thing you (theoretically) want to write?

15. “What Else Is in My Way?”

We all find our work hindered by various reasons. Family obligations, writer’s block, technical problems, depression, vibrant hallucinations, addictions to huffing printer ink, etc. Time to identify these reasons — and by reasons, I mean, “excuses” — and begin systematically eradicating them. Find what blocks you, and either remove the block or find a way around.

16. “Where Are My Pants?”

Trick question! You should know where your pants are. They should be as far away from you as possible, for pants (or “trousers,” if you’re in the UK) are a tool of the oppressors. Pants are how the NSA spies on you. Good penmonkeys work pantsless. I, for instance, pull a “Garfield” and mail my pants to Abu Dhabi.

17. “Am I Writing to Spec?”

If you’re rocking the NaNoWriMo, you know your count is 50,000 words. Or maybe you’re writing a ninety-page script or a 5,000-word short story. Always keep your mind on the total potential word count: Good writers know to write to spec and, in the day-to-day act of penmonkeying around, recognize when they’re on target or off base.

18. “What’s My Daily Word Count?”

Part of writing to spec is knowing what your daily word count should be. If you’re writing NaNoWriMo, it should be somewhere between 1,500–2,000 words per day. Hit the target.

19. “Who Is My Audience?”

This can be as broad or as limited as you care to make it. Your audience might be, “everybody who loves a good thriller,” down to, “teenage bed-wetters.” Just as good authors write to spec, good authors also write to an audience. A speaker would tailor his speech to his audience, and so the writer must tailor his writing to an audience as well.

20. “Have I Saved Recently?”

I am an obsessive-compulsive saver. I will save at the end of every sentence if you give me a chance. I’ve probably saved this chapter 1,745 times — 1,746 now! — over the course of its writing. Seriously, save a whole lot. Learn to ask yourself that question in order to keep it and the habit top of mind. Oh, and just so we’re clear: Don’t rely only on autosave. We cannot trust robots with our future. Because robots hate us mewling meat-bags and secretly work to undermine our so-called “agenda of the flesh.”

21. “Oh Shit, Do I Have This Backed Up in Seventy-Two Different Places?”

You must save often and back up your work across multiple sources. External HD? Cloud storage? E-mail yourself the draft? Print copy? ALL OF THE ABOVE, TYPED IN CAPS TO DRIVE HOME ITS SCREAMING IMPORTANCE. RAAAAR, YELLING, YELLING, SNARRGH. Ahem. Point being, at the end of every day’s worth of word making, back up the file in as many ways and places as you care to manage. Future You, upon suffering a cataclysmic hard drive shitsplosion, will thank Present You for being so damn smart.

22. “What Will I Write Tomorrow?”

Toward the end of this day’s word count, keep an eye on tomorrow’s storytelling endeavors. Maybe make a few in-document notes. Keep a hazy picture of what happens when you next sit down to write. You’ll be happy when tomorrow comes. Unless tomorrow doesn’t come and the robots have finally decided to wipe us from the planet like one might wipe a booger off a drinking glass. Goddamn robots, man. Goddamn robots.

23. “Does This Suck?”

Does today’s word count look like garbage? Spelling errors? Funky plotting? Hastily scrawled poop? That’s okay. You’re allowed to do that. Just note it. Make a little checkmark in your brain, or even do a comment in the document — just know that today’s word count may necessitate you coming back, doing some cleanup.

24. “Is This a Good Day to Write?”

Trick question! Every day is a good day to write. Go and do that which you claim to be. Writers write.

25. “Am I Asking Myself Too Many Goddamn Questions?”

Of course you are. This chapter posits way too many questions to seriously ask yourself. The point isn’t to compulsively go through this list of questions day in and day out, but more to help take these questions and let them float in the back of your mind. If you grow too crazy about this, you’re going to be focused more on the answers than on your actual word count, and that’s not the point, not the point at all. These questions are — well, you know what they’re like? You know when you drive on one of those go-cart tracks and they have the haybales up or the rubber bumpers to stop you from careening off track and to your fiery doom? These are like that. These questions are what help keep your go-cart from flying off into infinite space. Let them shepherd your word count rather than overwhelm it. Don’t blow a gasket. Use them where they’re useful; discard them when they’re starting to fritz your circuitry.


25 THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT STORYTELLING

1. Stories Have Power

Outside the air we breathe and the blood in our bodies, the one thing that connects us modern humans today with the shamans and emperors and serfs and alien astronauts of our past is a heritage — a lineage — of stories. Stories move the world at the same time they explain our place in it. They help us understand ourselves and those near to us. Never treat a story as a shallow, wan little thing. A good story is as powerful as the bullet fired from an assassin’s gun.

2. Effect Above Entertainment

We love to be entertained. Bread and circuses! Clowns and monkeys! Decapitations and ice cream! A good story entertains, but a great story knows that it has in its arsenal the ability to do so much more. The best stories make us feel something. They screw with our emotions. They make us give a damn about characters and places and concepts that don’t exist and won’t ever exist. The way a story stabs us with sadness, harangues us with happiness, runs us through the gauntlet of rage and jealousy and denial and underoo-shellacking lust and fear (together, lust and fear may stir a “scaredy-boner”) is parallel to none. Anybody can entertain. A juggler entertains. A storyteller makes us feel something. Makes us give a shit when we have no good reason to do so. Fun is not the last stop on the story train. The storyteller is a master manipulator. The storyteller is a cackling puppetmaster.

3. A Good Story Is a Good Story Regardless of Genre or Form

Segmentation. Checking off little boxes. Putting stories in the appropriate story slots and narrative cubbyholes. Is it a sci-fi TV show? A fantasy novel? A superhero comic? A video game about duck hunting? An ARG about the unicorn sex trade? We like to think that the walls we throw up matter. But they’re practically insubstantial, and once you get them in your mouth they’re like cotton candy, melting away to a meaningless slurry. A good story is a good story. Those who cleave to genre and form — whether as teller or as audience — limit the truth and joy the tale can present. Cast wide and find great stories everywhere.

4. That’s Not to Say Form Doesn’t Matter

Story is also not a square peg jammed in a circle hole. Every tale has an organic fit. The medium matters in that it lets you operate within known walls and described boundaries. A genre may hope to speak to a certain audience. A form may hope to appeal to fans of that form. If choice is a factor, let it be a game. If visuals are part and parcel, try a comic or a film.

5. Stories Have Shape, Even When They Don’t Mean To

When you put your hand upon a spinning wad of wet clay, you’re shaping it. Even when you don’t mean to. Sometimes you find a shape the way a blind man studies a face. Other times you know the shape at the outset and move your hands to mold the tale you choose to tell. Neither way is better than the other. But the story never doesn’t have a shape. A story always has structure, even when you resist such taxonomy.

6. The Story Is a Map; Plot Is the Route You Choose

A story is so much more than the thing you think it is. I lay down a map, and that map has a host of possibilities. Sights unseen. Unexpected turns. The plot is just the course I plan upon that map. It’s a sequence. Of events. Of turns. Of landmarks. And the story goes beyond mere sequence. The story is about what I’ll experience. About who I’ll meet. The story is the world, the characters, the feel, the time, the context. Trouble lies in conflating plot with story. (Even though I’ve done it here already. See how easy it is to do?)

7. On the Subject of Originality

The storyteller will find no original plots. But original stories are limitless. It’s like LEGO blocks. Go buy a box of LEGO bricks, and you’ll discover that you have no unique pieces — by which I mean, these are the same pieces that everybody gets. But how you arrange them is where it gets interesting. That’s where it’s all fingerprints and snowflakes and leprechaun scat. Plot is just a building block. Story is that which you build.

8. The Bridge Between Author and Audience

The audience wants to feel connected to the story. They want to see themselves inside it, whether as mirror image or as doppelgänger (or as sinister mustachioed Bizarroworld villain!). The story draws a line between the storyteller and the audience — you’re letting them see into you, and they’re unknowingly finding you inside them. Uhh, not sexually, of course. You little dirty birdies, you.

9. But Also, Screw the Audience Right in Its Ear

The audience isn’t stupid. It just doesn’t know what it wants. Oh, it thinks it knows. The desires of the audience are ever at war with the story’s needs, and the story’s needs are, in a curious conundrum, the audience’s needs. You read that right: This means it’s the audience versus the audience, with the storyteller as grim-faced officiant. In this struggle, fiction is born. The audience wants the protagonist to be happy, to be safe. They want things to work out. They want conflict to resolve. The story cannot have these things and still be a good story. Good stories thrive on suffering protagonists. On things failing to go the way everyone hopes. On what is born from conflict and struggle, not merely from the resolution. The audience wants a safety blanket. It’s the storyteller’s job to strip away that safety blanket and expose them to the world.

10. No Tale Survives a Vacuum of Conflict

Conflict is the food that feeds the reader. It’s a spicy hell-broth that nourishes. A story without conflict is a story without story. As the saying goes, there’s no “there” there. The storyteller has truly profound powers, though: He can create conflict in the audience by making them feel a battle of emotions, by driving them forward with mystery, by angering them. The storyteller operates best as conflict generator. The storyteller works best when he’s a little bit of a dick.

11. The Battle Between Tension and Release

Tension is how you ramp to conflict, how you play with it, how you maneuver around it, how you tap dance up to the cliff’s edge, do a perilous pirouette, and pull back from the precipice. You’re constantly tightening the screws. Escalation of tension is how a story builds. From bad to worse. From worse to it can’t get any worse. From it can’t get any worse to no, no, we were wrong, it’s still getting worse because now I’m being stampeded by horses that are also covered in bees and fire. But it isn’t just a straight line from bad to awful. It rises to a new plateau, and then falls. Having just witnessed it with my wife and son, birth is a great (if gooey) analog. Each contraction has its own tension and release, but the contractions also establish a steady pattern upward. Some have said narrative arcs are sexual, ejaculatory, climactic. True, in some ways. But birth has more pain. More blood. More mad euphoria. And stories always need those things.

12. Peaks, Valleys, Slashes, and Whorls

It’s not just tension. All parts of a story are subject to ups and downs. Rhythm and pacing are meaningful. A good story is never a straight line. The narrative is best when organically erratic. One might suggest that a story’s narrative rhythm is its fingerprint — unique to it alone.

13. In a Story, Tell Only the Story

The story you tell should be the story you tell. Don’t wander far afield. That’s not to say you cannot digress. Digressions are their own kind of peaks (or, in many cases, valleys). But those digressions should serve the whole. Think of stories then not as one line but rather a skein of many lines. Lines that come together to form a pattern, a blanket, a shirt, a hilarious novelty welcome mat, a cat-o-nine-tails used to strike. Only lines that serve the end are woven into play. Digressions, yes. Deviations, no.

14. Big Ideas Do Well in Small Spaces

The audience cannot relate easily to big ideas. A big idea is often too big. Like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. Or Unicron, the giant Transformer-that-is-also-a-planet. (I wonder if anyone ever calls him “Unicorn,” and if so, does that irritate him?) You must go macro to micro. Big ideas are shown through small stories: A single character’s experience through the story is so much better than the 30,000-foot-view. We wash our dishes one dish at a time.

15. Backstory Is a Frozen Lake Whose Ice Is Wafer Thin

Backstory in narrative — and, ultimately, exposition in general — is sometimes a grim necessity, but it is best to approach it like a lake of thin ice. Quick, delicate steps across to get to the other side. Linger too long or grow heavy in the telling and the ice will crack and you will plunge into the frigid depths. And then you get hypothermia. And then you will be eaten by an Ice Hag. True story.

16. Characters are The Vehicles That Carry Us Into (and Through) the Tale

The best stories are the stories of people, and that means it’s people — characters — that get us through the story. They are the dune buggies and WaveRunners on which the audience rides. Like Yoda on Luke’s back. Above all else, a story must have interesting characters, characters who the audience can see themselves in, even if only in a small way. Failing that, what’s the point?

17. Villains Have Mothers

Unless we’re talking about SkyNet, villains were children once upon a time. Which means they have mothers. Imagine that: Even the meanest characters have mothers, mothers who may even have loved them once. They’re people, not mustache-twirling sociopaths born free from a vagina made of fiery evil. Nobody sees themselves as a villain. We’re all solipsistic. We’re all the heroes of our own tales. Even villains.

18. Heroes Have Broken Toys

Just as villains see themselves doing good, heroes are capable of doing or being bad. Complexity of character — believable complexity — is a feature, not a bug. Nothing should be so simple as unswerving heroism, nor should it be as cut and dry as straight-up maliciousness. Black and white grows weary. More interesting is how dark the character’s many shades of gray may become before brightening.

19. Strip Skin Off Bones to See How It Works

A story can be cut to a thin slice of steak and still be juicy as anything. To learn how to tell stories, tell small stories as well as large ones. Find a way to tell a story in as few beats as possible. Look for its constituent parts. Put them together; take them apart. See how they play and lay. Some limbs are vestigial.

20. Beginnings Are for Assholes …

The audience begins where you tell them. They don’t need to begin at the beginning. If I tell the story of a Brooklynite, I don’t need to speak of his birth, or the origins of Brooklyn, or how the Big Bang barfed up asteroids and dinosaurs and a flock of incestuous gods. You start where it matters. You start where it’s most interesting. You begin as late in the tale as you can. The party guest who comes late is always the most interesting one. Even still, it’s worth noting …

21. … If You Jump Too Fast Into Waters Too Deep, The Audience Drowns

Jump too swiftly into a narrative and the story grows muddled. We have to become invested first. Go all high karate action and we have no context for the characters who are in danger. We don’t care, and if we don’t care then we’re already packing our bags in the first five minutes or five pages. The audience always needs something very early to get their hands around. This always comes back to the character. Give them a reason to care right at the gate. Otherwise, why would they walk through it?

22. Treat Place Like a Character

For setting to matter, it must come alive. It must be made to get up and dance, so shoot at its feet. It has a face. It has a personality. It has life. When setting becomes a character, the audience will care.

23. Always Ask, “Why Do I Want to Tell This?”

Storytellers tell specific stories for a reason. You want to scare the kids around a campfire. You want to impress your friends with your exploits. You want to get in somebody’s pants. You hope to make them cry, or make them cheer, or convey to them a message. Know why you’re telling it. Know what it’s about — to you above all else, because then you can show everybody else what it’s about. Find that invisible tether that ties you to the story. That tether matters.

24. It’s Okay to Bury the Lede

Every story is about something. Man’s inhumanity to man. How history repeats itself. How karate ghosts are awesome and how you don’t screw with a karate ghost. But you don’t need to slap the audience about the head and neck with it. The truth of the story lives between the lines. This is why Jesus invented “subtext.”

25. Writing Is a Craft, but Storytelling is an Art

Writing isn’t magic. Writing is math. It’s placing letters and words and sentences after one another to form a grand equation. Writing may seem like shouting, “Abracadabra!” — the power word made manifest — but the story that results is the true magic. That equation we piece together tells a tale, and the arrangement that leads to that tale is where the true art lies, because it takes an ice scraper to pretense and throws an invisible-yet-present tow line from present to past. Writing is craft and mechanics. Storytelling is art and magic.
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