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		Creating Your Story-Worthy Hero

		How to Craft Characters That Teen Readers Will Care About
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		Before we can talk about what happens in your novel, we have to talk about who it’s about. You’ll soon find that these two things are intimately related. The who is the anchor of your story’s construction, not to mention your reader’s guide through the story. So regardless of what stage of the novel-development process you’re at now—brainstorming, outlining, writing, revising, pulling your hair out trying to find the perfect word to describe the sky—I urge you to put all of that aside. Clear your desk of all the sticky notes, and your head of all the noise, and just focus on one thing for now:

		Your hero.

		That’s what we’ll be calling your main character from here on out. Because it just sounds more important, doesn’t it? It sounds cool. And if you’re going to be asking your reader to read two-hundred-plus pages about this person (or animal, mythical creature, cyborg, or whatever), they better sound cool. They better be worthy of those pages.

		So how do we create heroes who are interesting, memorable, relatable, and more important, who readers want to read about? Simple!

		You give them three very crucial things:

		
			1.A problem (also known as a flaw that needs fixing)

			2.A want (also known as a goal that the hero is pursuing)

			3.A need (also known as a life lesson to be learned)

		

		By starting the process with these three things, and focusing your creative energy on them now, you’ll be amazed at how easily and fully you hero starts to take shape in your mind. And how seamlessly you’ll be able to build or revise the plot around them later.

		So let’s see what we’re dealing with here.

		A Problem

		When was the last time you met a teenager who had life all figured out? Better yet, when was the last time you met anyone who had life all figured out? Exactly.

		A flawed hero is essential to a flawless plot, especially in young adult fiction, when we’re exploring some of the most tumultuous, dramatic, and transformative years of our lives. Perfect heroes are about as realistic and believable as perfect humans…who, by the way, don’t exist. Therefore they shouldn’t exist in your story either.

		But what does it mean to have a “flawed hero”? It means a hero who has a problem. Or better yet, lots of them. The best hero is one whose life is riddled with problems, both on the outside and on the inside.

		Just look at Celaena Sardothien in Throne of Glass by Sarah J. Maas. When the novel begins, she’s enslaved in a salt mine prison, which sounds pretty grim to me. She’s also secretly grieving the tragic massacre of her family, which has hardened her and made her resistant to forming real connections with people.

		Or look at Avery Grambs in The Inheritance Games by Jennifer Lynn Barnes. She has problems to spare! She’s poor, works hard to make ends meet, has a father who’s out of the picture and a mother who died, and now lives with her sister…except for the times she has to sleep in her car because her sister’s deadbeat boyfriend moves back in. Oh, and by page 3, she’s accused of cheating on a test because the principal can’t bring himself to believe that someone like Avery could possibly do well. So she’s also the victim of class discrimination.

		Talk about problems!

		The trick is to not let your hero’s problems stay contained to just one aspect of their life. You want those problems to spread, infect, wreak havoc everywhere.

		In I Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter by Erika L. Sánchez, Julia Reyes feels like she doesn’t fit into her Mexican American family and has trouble living up to the saintlike status of her “perfect” older sister, Olga. This has contributed to anger issues and undiagnosed depression. Julia is constantly acting out, not just at home (where she’s frequently grounded by her mother), but at school too (where she’s frequently sent to the principal’s office). And all of these problems are only exacerbated by Olga’s death as Julia struggles to process her grief.

		As hard as it can be to riddle your hero’s life with problems right from the start of the story, it’s also essential. A flawed hero is what gives your story purpose. If you write a novel about a character who doesn’t (desperately!) need some change in their life, your reader just won’t care. It’s as simple as that.

		We turn to stories to be inspired by characters who fix problems, improve their lives, overcome fears and flaws. Teen readers want to read novels that take deeply imperfect heroes and make them a little less imperfect. How do I know? Because that’s what almost every successful young adult novel does.

		Do you think Calaena Sardothien pushes people away forever? Do you think that Avery Grambs spends the rest of her life in poverty, wishing for something better, or that Julia Reyes feels angry and powerless for the whole book?

		Of course not! But we must have problems in order to fix them. We must start somewhere that gives us a place to go.

		If, after only a few pages, your reader is thinking something along the lines of Whoa, this person’s life is a mess. I wonder how it will turn out for them, then voilà! You’ve done your job. You’ve effectively engaged your reader. Because a reader who wonders is a reader who keeps reading.

		A Want

		But if your hero is just sitting around, stewing in their problems, and doing nothing to try to solve them, then you’ve got a problem as well. Heroes need to be proactive right from the start of the story. And there’s a very easy way to make them proactive.

		By giving them something to want.

		A goal to pursue.

		Your hero knows they’ve got problems (or maybe they don’t know, and that’s one of their problems!). Now ask yourself, What are they doing to try to fix those problems? What do they think will improve their life?

		That is their goal. That is what they’re actively pursuing (at least at the start of the novel). And it can be almost anything. To get accepted to a dream college. To solve a mystery. To catch the evil creature that’s been ravaging nearby villages. To get back together with an ex. To get a million followers online.

		Now, will this thing really fix your hero’s life? Probably not, but that’s not the point. The want gives your hero something to do and gives you something to write. But most important, the want gives the reader something to root for.

		This girl wants to stop her family from being deported (The Sun Is Also a Star by Nicola Yoon). I wonder if she’ll be able to do it!

		This guy wants to keep his online relationship a secret (Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda by Becky Albertalli). I need to find out if he succeeds!

		This bounty hunter wants to catch a criminal so she can pay off her overdue rent and keep herself from getting evicted! (Warcross by Marie Lu). Now I have to keep reading.

		And that’s the secret, my friend. Simple yet effective. Time-tested. Readers keep reading when you give them something to read for. When you give your hero a goal.

		Goals must be tangible

		The key to crafting a successful character goal, however, is that it must be tangible. Concrete. Meaning, the reader must be able to understand not only what the goal is, but more important, when and if the hero gets it or loses it.

		If Natasha gets that deportation order canceled, we know her goal has been achieved.

		If Simon’s secret relationship with “Blue” gets out, we know his goal has been lost.

		If Emika doesn’t catch that criminal, she’ll likely be out on the street.

		The problems start happening when the author makes the goal too nebulous, vague, or intangible.

		For example, “My hero wants to be happy” or “My hero wants closure” or “My hero wants independence” are not tangible goals. Because they’re not specific enough. They’re not trackable. How do we know when and if your hero is happy or has experienced closure or feels independent? We don’t.

		But we can make intangible goals tangible by giving them concrete qualities.

		Like “My hero will feel independent when they get their driver’s license.”

		Or “My hero will be happy when they track down their missing sibling or claim their birth right as the heir to the throne.”

		Now the goal is trackable. Now we’ll know when it’s been gained or lost.

		Again, these things probably won’t really make your hero happy or truly fix their life, but for now, it’s enough to get your hero off their butt and into action from the very first page. Because your hero’s goal is what gives your story momentum from page one.

		It’s very difficult to write a novel about a hero who’s just wandering around trying to get closure. What exactly are they doing to achieve that closure?

		So ask yourself: What does my hero want? What are they pursuing that they think will improve their life? Is it trackable?

		And I’m sorry, but the excuse “My character is a teenager who’s been grounded” isn’t a reason to not make your hero proactive. Teen heroes might still be under the control of their parents (depending on the story), and they might have slightly less agency than an adult character, but that doesn’t mean your hero shouldn’t still be proactive. It just means you have to get more creative.

		Look at how strict and controlling Julia’s mother is in I Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter. Amá is constantly grounding Julia and telling her what to do and how she should live her life. But does that stop Julia from doing anything? Not really. She still writes poetry (because she wants to move to New York and be a writer). And later, despite knowing her mother would disapprove, she still actively tries to track down proof that Olga wasn’t as “perfect” a daughter as everyone thought she was.

		Which brings up a good point about goals. They can and often do change as the story goes on. We’ll talk more about when and why a hero’s goals might change in the next chapter, but for now we can give our heroes trackable things to want right from the start, even if those things are replaced later on.

		What’s standing in their way?

		Now, just because your hero wants something doesn’t automatically mean they’ll get it. At least not without a fight. While we’re thinking about our hero’s goal, we also should be thinking about why the hero hasn’t achieved this goal yet.

		What is standing in their way?

		Is it a nemesis or antagonist (an actual person working against your hero)? Like Martin in Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda, who discovers Simon’s secret email relationship with Blue and threatens to expose him.

		Or is it just general conflict (external or internal forces working against your hero) that’s standing in your hero’s way? Liesel Meminger in The Book Thief by Markus Zusak desperately wants to read the book she stole. What’s standing in her way? Her own illiteracy. Emika Chen in Warcross wants that bounty so she can pay off her overdue rent. What’s standing in her way? Other bounty hunters who are after the same reward.

		For every want or goal we give our hero, there should be an equal and opposite force holding the hero back from achieving it. Why can’t Natasha in The Sun Is Also a Star just walk into a US immigration office and stop the deportation from happening? Well, for starters, US Citizenship and Immigration Services doesn’t work that way. It’s not that simple. And if it were, there would be no story. Nothing left for the reader to root for.

		So, while it’s important to give your hero goals, it’s equally important to make sure your hero doesn’t achieve those goals too easily. And in some cases, they don’t achieve them at all.

		That’s right: much to the dismay of our heroes, goals aren’t always achieved in the end. Some are. Some aren’t. Emika’s rent does eventually get paid off and Liesel gradually learns to read, thanks to the help of her foster father. But Natasha isn’t able to stop her family from being deported to Jamaica, and eventually Simon’s secret does get out.

		But here’s the cold, harsh truth about heroes and what they think will fix their life: they’re almost always wrong.

		Heroes, like humans, prefer quick fixes. A Band-Aid slapped over a wound. And that’s exactly what goals are. They’re temporary solutions. As good as it might feel to get accepted to your dream college, solve a mystery, catch an evil creature, reunite with an ex, or pass that million-follower mark online, it’s not the real answer. It never was.

		The Book Thief was never truly about Liesel learning to read or even about stealing books! The story goes much deeper than that, exploring a young girl’s struggle to feel powerful in the powerless world of Nazi Germany. And the whole purpose of Natasha’s journey in The Sun Is Also a Star was not about deportation; it was about who she met along the way and what she discovered about herself in the process.

		All stories have a deeper meaning, something that goes beyond just what the hero wants—or thinks will fix their life. Because all heroes, regardless of whether they achieve their goal, eventually have to do real, life-changing, soul-searching work. Eventually, they have to fix their life the right way. That’s why, in addition to a problem and a want, you must give your hero what is arguably the most story-worthy quality of all…

		A Need

		It’s time to pull out the leather couch and play shrink, because it’s your job to not only diagnose what’s really wrong with your hero’s life but cure it as well.

		The problems and flaws that we talked about earlier were just symptoms of something bigger. A deeper issue that the hero is facing.

		We call that deeper issue the “shard of glass.”

		The shard of glass is an emotional (and sometimes physical) wound buried deep within your hero’s psyche. Maybe it’s been there for a few months, maybe years, maybe longer. But skin has now grown over it, leaving behind a psychological scar that causes your hero to behave the way they do and make the mistakes they make (flaws!).

		And this shard of glass—this deep-seated wound—is the real problem that needs to be fixed by the end of the story.

		How did the shard of glass get there? Why is the hero so flawed? What happened to make them the way they are?

		Is it a death not properly grieved, or even a massacre of the hero’s entire family, like in Throne of Glass? Is it the hero’s upbringing in a certain family, group, or society, like Will’s gang-torn neighborhood in Long Way Down by Jason Reynolds, or Cady’s wealthy, image-obsessed family in We Were Liars by E. Lockhart? Or perhaps it’s an overbearing, judgmental, or disapproving parent (always a popular choice in YA!) like Julia’s mother in I Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter. (Hey! That shard of glass is even referenced in the title!)

		Or maybe your hero’s shard of glass originated from somewhere else entirely. It’s completely up to you. Regardless of where it came from, this real problem is usually part of the hero’s backstory, meaning it happened before the story began, and now it’s working behind the scenes, messing up your hero’s life and generally sabotaging their happiness, like faulty code in their operating system.

		Does the hero know that the shard of glass is there? They might, they might not. But chances are they don’t fully understand how deep it’s buried or just how much damage it’s really been causing them.

		At least not yet.

		But you, the author, must know. And better yet, you must know what it will take to remove that shard of glass (or at least confront it), repair that faulty programming, and truly fix your hero’s life. In other words, you must know what your hero really needs.

		What life lesson must they learn to conquer their flaws, heal the wounds caused by their shard of glass, and emerge from this story a changed and improved person? That is the ultimate definition of the hero’s need, and the third and biggest question you must ask yourself as you write your novel.

		The need is the very soul of your story. It’s what gives your novel substance. And it’s what your novel is really about.

		Throne of Glass isn’t really about a deadly competition to become the king’s champion (although that’s a very cool premise!). It’s about a girl who needs to learn to let people in and make real human connections, despite the tragedy of her past.

		The Inheritance Games isn’t really about a race to solve an epic puzzle hidden in a dead billionaire’s mansion (although that certainly makes us want to read the book!). It’s about a girl who needs to grieve the loss of her mother and discover her own self-worth in a world that expects very little of her.

		Even The Fault in Our Stars by John Green isn’t about a teen girl dying of cancer who falls in love for the first time (although we’re moved to tears by that hook!). It’s about a teen girl who learns, through love, how to enjoy her life—even though she’s dying.

		This is the real stuff that great young adult fiction is made of. And whether they realize it or not, this is what teen readers are looking for when they pick up a book. Sure, they want romance and space battles and epic fights for the throne. But they also want a story that’s about something. They want transformation.

		But how do you make that happen?

		A story versus B story

		In short, you must craft a plot that’s designed to change your hero.

		There’s a very intimate relationship between plot and character, which we’ll explore deeply throughout this book. For now, it’s important to know that your hero’s want or goal is a crucial part of the external story, which in Save the Cat! terms is called the A Story.

		The A Story is the plot. It’s all the flashy stuff that’s happening on the surface. On the outside. Like hunting down a hacker in a virtual reality game (Warcross), spying for the resistance (An Ember in the Ashes by Sabaa Tahir), or working for a chaotic catering company (The Truth About Forever by Sarah Dessen).

		Essentially, it’s the exciting stuff! The cool stuff!

		But while all that flashy stuff is going on, something is also happening to your hero on the inside. They’re growing, changing, learning things about themself they never knew. They’re gradually transforming as a result of the plot. We call this the B Story or internal story.

		You can’t have one without the other, though. You can’t have a novel that’s all plot and no transformation. What would be the point? What would we have to resonate with? And you can’t have a novel that’s all transformation and no plot. What would be triggering that transformation? What would your hero be reacting to?

		The A Story, what the hero wants, is only half the equation. The true substance of your novel is found in the B Story: what the hero needs.

		While hunting down a hacker in a virtual reality game in Warcross, Emika learns an important lesson about distinguishing reality from the illusion that others want you to see. While spying for the resistance in An Ember in the Ashes, Laia learns an important lesson about bravery and finding the courage not to run away from your fears. And while spending the summer working for a chaotic catering company in The Truth About Forever, Macy finally learns how to embrace the chaos of her own grief and deal with it head-on, instead of hiding from it.

		Maybe the better word isn’t “while” but “because.”

		All internal stories (B Stories) happen because of the external story (A Story). All life lessons are learned because of the plot.

		The life lesson is the deep, soul-searching journey your hero didn’t even know they were on, one that will eventually lead them to an answer they didn’t even know they were looking for. And it should be something universal. Something relatable to any reader, particularly a teenaged one.

		Now if that sounds like an impossible task (How am I supposed to know what’s universal and relatable to a teenager!?), I’ve got some good news for you. Better yet, I’ve got a list.

		Ten universal life lessons

		After studying a lot of young adult novels, I’ve discovered that almost all of them have a need that is derived from one of the following ten universal life lessons.

		
				
				Forgiveness: of self or of others

			

				
				Love: including self-love, family love, romantic love

			

				
				Acceptance: of self, of circumstances, of reality

			

				
				Faith: in oneself, in others, in the world, in the universe, in God

			

				
				Fear: overcoming it, conquering it, finding courage

			

				
				Trust: in oneself, in others, in destiny, in the unknown

			

				
				Survival: including the will to live

			

				
				Selflessness: including sacrifice, altruism, heroism, and overcoming greed

			

				
				Responsibility: including duty, standing up for a cause, fighting against injustice, accepting one’s destiny

			

				
				Redemption: including atonement, accepting blame, remorse, and salvation

			

		

		If you’re worried that choosing something from this list is going to make your novel feel cliché or formulaic, I invite you to look at in a different way. These are the ten lessons that unite us as humans. That remind us we’re not alone. And when so many teens are struggling through what is often the loneliest period in their life, that’s an important reminder.

		That is why we write young adult fiction.

		To touch lives, to change lives, and sometimes even to save lives.

		And if you’re thinking I don’t need a need. I don’t want to lecture teens with a life lesson. I just want to entertain them with a good thriller or fantasy adventure, then consider this:

		The most successful thrillers or fantasy adventures in the young adult market have a universal life lesson buried somewhere within them. It might not be as obvious or as front-and-center as some other character-driven novels, but it’s there. Don’t believe me? Check out the beat sheet for Wilder Girls by Rory Power (horror/thriller) on this page or Children of Blood and Bone by Tomi Adeyemi and Six of Crows by Leigh Bardugo (fantasy adventures) on this page and this page. They all feature a hero (or multiple heroes) who goes into the story flawed and comes out the other side transformed in some way.

		The flashy and exciting A Story might be why the reader picks up the novel in the first place, but it’s the internal B Story that will resonate with them long after it’s over.

		More Heroes, More Problems

		Now that you’re fully versed in what makes a hero story-worthy, your own hero might already be starting to take shape in your mind. But you might be wondering the same thing that many writers wonder at this stage of the process: What if I have more than one main character? Does that mean I have more than one hero?

		The short answer is: yes.

		Let’s break it down. As I said before, young adult fiction has some of the most complexly structured stories on the market today. And part of that complexity stems from novels that feature more than one narrator, also called a “point of view” (POV). We’ll talk more about writing from multiple perspectives in chapter 3, Customizing Your Beat Sheet, but for now, just know that whenever you have multiple points of view in your story, it typically means that you have multiple heroes in your story. This is a popular choice for many young adult authors and has resulted in some phenomenally successful and award-winning novels, including Six of Crows, The Sun Is Also a Star, Children of Blood and Bone, and One of Us is Lying by Karen M. McManus.

		But as you can probably imagine, if you have more than one hero, you have more than one everything. More than one set of problems (and flaws!), more than one want, more than one need, more than one character transformation, and possibly even more than one set of plot points to trigger those character transformations.

		That can be a lot to keep track of. But if you can pull it off, the result will be nothing short of masterful.

		Look at the mystery/thriller One of Us Is Lying, which features not one, not two, but four heroes, each with problems, wants, and needs of their own. Addy is too emotionally dependent on her boyfriend (flaw), something she learned from her mother and sister (shard of glass) and has to learn how to be her own person (need), all the while trying to keep her boyfriend from discovering she kissed someone else (want). Bronwyn puts too much pressure on herself to succeed academically (flaw), partly because of her family’s accomplishments and her sister’s past struggle with leukemia (shard of glass). This pressure has led her to cheat on a test to secure her spot at Yale (want), but in the end, it’s coming clean and cutting herself some slack that will truly set her free (need). Since Nate’s addict mother left him (shard of glass), he’s careful to keep everyone at a distance (flaw) while trying to make ends meet for himself and his father (want), but it’s his relationship with Bronwyn that will eventually teach him how to let down his guard and let people in (need). And Cooper is terrified of what will happen if his friends and family find out he’s gay, especially his strict, conservative father (shard of glass), so he hides his true self from everyone (flaw) and focuses on his lifelong goal of becoming a professional baseball player (want), until his secret is revealed and he’s forced to embrace who he really is, instead of hiding from it (need).

		Oh, and there’s a whole murder mystery going on in the A Story too.

		Wow, right?

		But it works well in this story because the premise of the novel is all about figuring out which one of them has secrets and which “one of [them] is lying.” (It turns out, all of them are, something we know only because we’ve seen the story through all of their perspectives.)

		The choice of whether to include more than one hero in your novel should ultimately be about what will best serve your story, not about what other writers in the industry are doing. For every successful, masterfully structured multiple-hero novel, there is an equally successful and masterfully structured novel with only one hero, like The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, The Fault in Our Stars, We Were Liars, The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, and Red Queen by Victoria Aveyard.

		Sometimes focusing on one hero is the best way to tell that hero’s story. Remember, every time you add another hero to your novel, you have fewer pages to devote to each hero’s journey (both external and internal).

		Regardless of how many heroes you choose to feature in your novel, I still urge you to pick what I call the “one true hero.” It’s kind of like choosing your favorite child, which I know you’re not supposed to do. But in this case, I promise it’s okay (and you don’t have to tell your other heroes). The one true hero is like the top-billed star in a movie. Whose name appears at the top of your book’s poster? Who is this novel mostly about?

		Let’s find out.

		Who Is Your One True Hero? (Choose Wisely!)

		Remember, there’s an intimate relationship between character and plot. Every hero has one true plot that is destined to transform them, and every plot has one true hero that it is destined to transform. Your job is to play matchmaker and make sure the right character winds up in right plot.

		First psychiatrist, now matchmaker!? Yes, you’re a very busy bee.

		Why is it so important to get this right? Well, because a failed match can easily equate to a failed novel.

		Your plot should be the only plot that can transform this hero. And this hero should be the only hero who can be transformed by this plot (or at least the hero who is most transformed by it). And that’s how we make our decision about who our “one true hero” is. We ask ourselves: Who has the most to learn? Who has the furthest to go, the most growing to do, the biggest obstacles to overcome? In short, who will get the most out of this story?

		There’s a good reason Aristotle (and not Dante) is the hero and narrator of Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe by Benjamin Alire Sáenz. Dante is much quicker to realize his feelings for Aristotle and accept who he is. Aristotle is much more resistant to change, more stubborn, and therefore much more suited to be the hero of this story. Without this story, who knows what might have become of him?

		If you’re writing multiple points of view with multiple heroes, choosing your one true hero might be harder. Yes, all of your heroes should have compelling character transformations, but whose is the biggest? This is often (but not always) the POV we read first in the novel.

		In Children of Blood and Bone, Zélie is the hero we meet first and the one who changes the most. While the other two heroes (Amari and Inan) also experience transformative arcs (Amari finds courage in herself and Inan breaks free from his father’s brainwashing), Zélie’s arc is the one that’s front and center in the story. Her lessons in faith and nonviolence are given the most page time by the author and result in the biggest changes for the world of Orïsha, in which the story is set.

		On the other hand, in The Sun Is Also a Star, we (briefly) meet Daniel first, but Natasha is arguably the hero who grows the most. Yes, Daniel has an impressive character arc of his own (learning to confront his parents and take control of his own life), but we’re introduced to Natasha as someone who doesn’t believe in love or destiny (flaw), is angry at her father for being a silly dreamer who has made countless mistakes (shard of glass), and is desperately trying to fix one of those mistakes by stopping her family from being deported (want). But by the end of the novel (which takes place in a single day) Natasha has forgiven her father, has accepted her own destiny, is in awe of the universe’s interconnectedness, and is in love. That’s one heck of a transformation.

		Even if you’re writing only one POV, I still urge you to ask yourself whether you’ve chosen the right POV, the right hero. You don’t want to get halfway through writing your novel only to realize you’ve picked the wrong hero. You’ll end up trying too hard to make it work, forcing the hero into the plot like a square peg into a round hole, and the story will end up feeling contrived.

		I’ve seen it happen with countless authors. They’ll complain that the story is just not working, but they can’t figure out why.

		And then a light bulb goes on. There’s this other character, a side character, a throwaway character, a villain, a character with a single line of dialogue, who fits the story more organically, and voilà! Problem solved. Novel saved.

		So even if you think you know who your one true hero is, I’m going to ask you a very important question: Are you sure?

		Your answer could make all the difference.

		And if you’re still having trouble deciding, consider this: Who can serve as the best guide for the reader? Sometimes that means the character with the least amount of prior knowledge about your world, allowing the reader to discover it through the hero’s eyes (like Clary Fray in City of Bones by Cassandra Clare, who is introduced to the world of Shadowhunters right along with us). Sometimes that means the character with the most unique perspective on the story (like Avery Grambs in The Inheritance Games, who is not swayed by the wealth and affluence that has shaped so many members of the Hawthorne family).

		Whoever you choose, your reader will be searching for that guide. That one true hero to latch on to. They’ll be trying to figure out what kind of world this is, what the rules are, who the key players are, how should they feel about everything that’s happening. But most of all, your reader will be trying to figure out how this story will affect them. How will it change them? And they’ll find that answer in how it changes your hero.

		

		

		Okay, so you’ve got a story-worthy hero (or more than one!) with a problem, a goal, and a need; what now?

		Now it’s time to set them loose in your plot and see how they do. But don’t worry, it’s not as scary as it sounds.

		And, thankfully, we have a very trusty road map.

		

		

		Exercise: Is My Hero Story-Worthy?

		
				
				Who is the hero of your story?

			

				
				What is their big problem or flaw? (They can have more than one!) Remember, flaws start internally (from that metaphorical shard of glass) and manifest into external problems in your hero’s life.

			

				
				How is this problem or flaw affecting your hero’s life/world?

			

				
				What is causing this problem or flaw? What is the shard of glass? (Time to psychoanalyze, Dr. Author!)

			

				
				At the start of the novel, what does your hero want? What is their goal? (What do they think will fix their life?)

			

				
				How has your hero been actively pursuing this goal?

			

				
				Why haven’t they achieved this goal yet? (This roadblock can be internal, external, or both!)

			

				
				What does your hero actually need? What is their life lesson? (What will really fix their life?)

			

				
				Is your hero the character who changes the most in the novel? (If not, is there another character who might be more story-worthy?)

			

		

		Check Yourself!

		❏Does your chosen hero change more than any other character in the novel?

		❏Is your hero’s problem or flaw specific?

		❏Does the hero’s problem or flaw create a desperate need for change?

		❏Is your hero’s goal tangible and concrete? (Will we, as readers, know when or if they achieve it?)

		❏Is there something standing in the way of your hero achieving that goal? (If not, the goal is too easy!)

		❏Is your hero’s need (or life lesson) universal? Would a random person on the street understand it?
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		Building Your Save the Cat! Beat Sheet

		A Fifteen-Step Blueprint for a Flawlessly Structured Novel That Works
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			WARNING! THIS CHAPTER CONTAINS SPOILERS FOR THE FOLLOWING BOOKS:

			Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe by Benjamin Alire Sáenz, The Book Thief by Marcus Zusak, Divergent by Veronica Roth, The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, I Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter by Erika L. Sánchez, The Inheritance Games by Jennifer Lynn Barnes, Long Way Down by Jason Reynolds, Red Queen by Victoria Aveyard, Scythe by Neal Shusterman, The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, The Sun Is Also a Star by Nicola Yoon, Throne of Glass by Sarah J. Maas, The Truth About Forever by Sarah Dessen, Warcross by Marie Lu, We Were Liars by E. Lockhart
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		Crack open any well-written young adult novel and you’ll find there are actually two stories going on: an external story or A Story (also called the “plot”), and an internal story or B Story (also called the “character transformation”). The external story, as we’ve discussed, is where all the exciting stuff happens: battles for the crown, road trips, breaking into secret labs, confrontations in the school hallway, solving murders, first kisses, first other things. It’s the stuff that’s happening on the outside. Stuff you can see. But it’s the internal story where all the important stuff happens: flaws are conquered, fears are overcome, wounds are healed, and lessons are learned. It’s the stuff that’s happening on the inside. Stuff you can feel.

		Together, these two stories weave and blend and twirl in a beautiful, romantic dance called “structure.” That’s the first time you’ve ever heard anyone describe structure as “romantic,” isn’t it? But it is romantic when you think about it! Your hero and your plot are destined to be together. Meant to be. It’s written in the stars! Because without the carefully chosen elements of your plot, your hero would never transform. And without a hero who needs to transform, there would be no reason for your plot.

		So how do we choreograph this dazzling pas de deux of structure?

		Welcome to the Save the Cat! Beat Sheet!

		It’s your trusty guide, your blueprint, your cheat sheet to structure. And it’s about to become your very best friend as well.

		Often, when we think about the undertaking of writing a novel, we become paralyzed. I have to write how many pages? And they have to make sense? It’s like getting into a car in New York City and deciding you’re going to drive to Los Angeles. Chances are, you wouldn’t do that without a map. Or better yet, a whole GPS system with turn-by-turn instructions to keep you on route.

		That’s what the Save the Cat! Beat Sheet is. It’s a map. It tells you where the turning points are, where the ups and downs in the road are, where to stop to rest and where to rev the engine. It tells you how to get from the first page to the last page—start to finish—while still taking your passenger (your reader) on the ride of their life.

		But it’s not just about plot. This beat sheet is also your guide to crafting a character transformation that resonates.

		In other words, the Save the Cat! Beat Sheet is designed to turn you into a master storyteller.

		And here’s the best part: it doesn’t matter when or how you use it—as an outlining tool before you start writing, as a revising tool after you’ve already written, or as a jump start after you’ve wandered five hundred miles off course during your first draft and are now sitting stranded on the side of the road, wondering why you thought this detour to explore the best friend’s uncle’s backstory as a potato farmer was a good idea. The Save the Cat! Beat Sheet is here to help you stay on course or get back on course.

		So let’s unfurl this map and see where we’re going.

		The beat sheet is broken down into three “acts” (or parts), which are further divided into fifteen total “beats” (or plot points). Coming up, we’ll go deep into each act and beat (with examples!), but first, it’s helpful to see the entire beat sheet laid out as an overview.

		So here’s a quick summary of all fifteen beats and where they belong in your novel.

		Act 1

		
			1.Opening Image (0% to 1%): A “before” snapshot of your hero and their world.

			2.Theme Stated (5%): A statement made by a character (typically not the hero) that hints at what the hero’s arc will be (that is, what the hero must learn/discover before the end of the book). Also referred to as a life lesson.

			3.Setup (1% to 10%): An exploration of the hero’s status quo life and all its flaws, where we learn what the hero’s life looks like before its epic transformation. Here we also introduce other supporting characters and the hero’s primary goal. But most important, we show the hero’s reluctance to change (aka learn the theme) while also hinting at the stakes at risk should the hero not change.

			4.Catalyst (10%): An inciting incident (or life-changing event) that happens to the hero, which will catapult them into a new world or new way of thinking. An action beat that should be big enough to prevent the hero from being able to return to their status quo Setup world.

			5.Debate (10% to 20%): A reaction sequence in which the hero debates what they will do next. It’s usually presented in the form of a question (such as “Should I go?”). The purpose of this beat is to show the hero’s reluctance to change or how momentous the change will be.

		

		Act 2

		
			6.Break Into 2 (20%): The moment the hero decides to accept the call to action, leave their comfort zone, try something new, or venture into a new world or new way of thinking. It’s a decisive action beat that separates the status quo world of Act 1 from the new upside-down world of Act 2.

			7.B Story (22%): The introduction of a new character or characters who will ultimately serve to help the hero learn the theme. Also referred to as a helper character, this can be a love interest, nemesis, mentor, family member, friend, or other.

			8.Fun and Games (20% to 50%): This is where we see how the hero is faring in their new world. They’re either loving it or hating it. Succeeding or floundering. Also called the promise of the premise, this section represents the hook of the story (why the reader picked up the novel in the first place).

			9.Midpoint (50%): Literally the middle of the novel, where the Fun and Games culminates in either a false victory (the hero has thus far been succeeding) or a false defeat (the hero has thus far been floundering). Something should happen here to raise the stakes and push the hero toward real change.

			10.Bad Guys Close In (50% to 75%): If the Midpoint was a false victory, this section will be a downward path where things get progressively worse for the hero. If the Midpoint was a false defeat, this section will be an upward path where things seem to get progressively better for the hero. But regardless of path, the hero’s deep-rooted flaws (or internal bad guys) are closing in as tension, stakes, and conflicts mount.

			11.All Is Lost (75%): The lowest point of the novel. An action beat where something happens to the hero that, combined with the internal bad guys, pushes the hero to rock bottom.

			12.Dark Night of the Soul (75% to 80%): A reaction beat where the hero takes time to process everything that’s happened thus far. The hero should be worse off than at the start of the novel. This darkest hour is the moment right before the hero figures out the solution to their big problem and learns the theme or life lesson.

		

		Act 3

		
			13.Break Into 3 (80%): The “aha!” moment. The hero realizes what they must do to not only fix all of the problems created in Act 2, but more important, fix themself. The arc is nearly complete.

			14.Finale (80% to 99%): The hero proves they have truly learned the theme and enacts the plan they came up with in the Break Into 3. Bad guys are destroyed, flaws are conquered, lovers are reunited. Not only is the hero’s world saved, but it’s a better place than it was before.

			15.Final Image (99% to 100%): A mirror to the Opening Image, this is the “after” snapshot of who the hero is after going through this epic and satisfying transformation.

		

		Or, if you’re more of a visual person, here’s a nifty graphic for you:
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		Voilà! This is your road map to transformation. Your guide to crafting a compelling story. Don’t leave home without it! But also, don’t worry if any of these beats seem confusing or nebulous right now. This entire chapter is dedicated to the beat sheet, which means we’re going to be exploring each beat in detail. By the end of this chapter, you’ll be so well-versed in structure, you’ll be able to write a novel in your sleep. (Okay, not really, but how cool would that be?)

		And to further solidify this magical beat sheet thing, I’ve broken down ten novels in depth later on in the book, so you can see how all the beats come together to masterfully construct some of the most successful and beloved young adult books on the market.

		What Goes Where

		You might have noticed in our beat sheet overview, there were percentages noted next to each beat. These percentages tend to cause a lot of stress and anxiety among writers, so let’s deal with that right off the bat (no panicked writers allowed on this journey!).

		I’ve read a lot of novels. And after analyzing the structure of hundreds of modern and classic novels, what I found was that the fifteen beats tended to fall roughly in the same place for each story, regardless of genre or age group. For instance, I found that some sort of big, life-changing event (aka the “Catalyst”) came roughly 10% of the way through the story, and that about 20% of the way through the story, the hero entered a new world or tried something new (Break Into 2), and at about 75% of the way through the story, the hero hit some type of rock bottom or low point (All Is Lost). This is how I became certain that there was in fact a secret storytelling code hidden beneath the surface of almost all popular fiction.

		I took my findings and averaged them to create the percentages you see in the pages in this book. Which means there are novels where the beats come earlier than the percentage markers I’ve provided, and novels where the beats come later. Remember, these percentages are guidelines, based on novels that are already successful. They are not set in stone. The beat sheet police are not going to knock down your door and confiscate your laptop if your Break Into 2 beat comes a few pages late. Or early.

		But guidelines should guide you. Your beats should roughly match these percentages if you want your story to follow the template that readers are accustomed to reading. They can also keep you on track and help you diagnose potential pacing and structure problems. If you find that your Catalyst doesn’t come until 30% of the way through your novel, your story is probably dragging and you risk losing your reader’s attention. If you find that your All Is Lost is coming at 60% (instead of closer to 75%), that’s a sign you haven’t effectively built up to that moment and the impact of such a crucial, life-changing beat might fall short.

		To help keep you on track as we dive into the beat sheet in more detail, I’ve included a reminder of these guidelines at the start of each beat, along with a recap of what the beat is for. I call it the “beat cheat sheet” (because I like rhyming things). So let this cheat sheet be a comfort to you, not a source of stress.

		Calculating Your Beats

		How do you know exactly where your beats fall? Well, that can be tricky if you’re in the outlining phase or are still writing the first draft. My recommendation is to start with an estimated total word count or page count for your story and work from there.

		For instance, if you estimate your story will be 80,000 words (a fairly average length of a young adult novel), then your Catalyst would ideally come around the 8,000 word mark (10% of 80,000), your Break Into 2 would come around the 16,000 word mark, the Midpoint around the 40,000 word mark, and so on. (If you don’t want to do the math, I have a beat sheet calculator at JessicaBrody.com/stc-calculator.)

		If you need help estimating the total length of your novel, check out these handy tables, which feature some publishing industry standard lengths for young adult novels as well as the estimated lengths of a few popular YA novels in different genres.

		
			
				
				
				
			
			
				
						
						Young Adult Novels

					
						
						Word Count

					
						
						Page Count

					
				

				
						
						Publishing Industry Standard (contemporary fiction)

					
						
						60,000 to 85,000

					
						
						240 to 360

					
				

				
						
						Publishing Industry Standard (speculative fiction)

					
						
						70,000 to 100,000

					
						
						280 to 400

					
				

				
						
						The Giver by Lois Lowry

					
						
						43,617

					
						
						174

					
				

				
						
						The Fault in Our Stars by John Green

					
						
						65,752

					
						
						313

					
				

				
						
						The Sun Is Also a Star by Nicola Yoon

					
						
						70,180

					
						
						384

					
				

				
						
						To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before by Jenny Han

					
						
						78,662

					
						
						355

					
				

				
						
						The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins

					
						
						99,750

					
						
						399

					
				

				
						
						Warcross by Marie Lu

					
						
						108,750

					
						
						416

					
				

				
						
						Children of Blood and Bone by Tomi Adeyemi

					
						
						154,280

					
						
						544

					
				

			
		

		
		The key, however, is to be flexible. Stories change. They’re pesky like that. Remember, you can always adjust as you go. I’ve never written a novel that turned out exactly the same length as I estimated. And for that matter, I’ve never written a novel that matched the beat sheet I started with. But I find it helpful to start with a guideline and an estimate, so I have something to write toward. Like road markers on this long, cross-country journey we call storytelling.

		So, are you ready to put an end to all of your plotting problems?

		Let’s beat it out.

		Act 1

		You might have heard of the three-act structure before, but in Save the Cat! terms, we like to define the acts as “worlds.” Three worlds that your hero will journey through en route to becoming the person they need to become. The purpose of Act 1, which we call the thesis world or “status quo” world, is to give your hero a place to begin. Something to grow from. And to give your readers a solid understanding of who your hero is and what their life is like before the epic transformation that awaits them. Because without an understanding of where your hero has been, it’s difficult for your readers to appreciate how far they will go.

		So we show them.

		1. Opening Image

		
			
				[image: ]
				What Does It Do? Provides a quick “before” snapshot of your hero and their world.

				Where Does It Go? 1% (This is the first scene or chapter of your novel.)

			

		

		If you were to capture your hero’s flawed existence in one snapshot, what would it look like? That’s exactly what the Opening Image is. It’s the “before” picture in the quintessential before-and-after comparison. Which means, yes, there will be an “after” picture at the end.

		The Opening Image is your reader’s first glimpse at your hero and their world. And you know what they say about first impressions? You never get a second chance to make them. So we want to make sure this Opening Image grabs the reader and helps them understand exactly what kind of journey they’re about to go on and who they’re going on it with.

		Which is why the Opening Image is also where we set the tone, style, mood, and voice of the novel. Is your story a comedy? Then your Opening Image should be pretty dang funny. Is your story a dark fantasy? Then your Opening Image should be dark and fantastical. Is your story a suspense thriller? Then thrill us! Put us on the edge of our seats right off the bat.

		But there’s a reason this beat is called the Opening Image and not, say, the Opening Monologue or Opening Info Dump. The word “image” reminds us, as writers, to be visual. Put the reader right into the scene. Don’t just tell us about your flawed hero. Show us your flawed hero in action! This is the fastest way to hook a reader, by dropping them right into an active scene. This forces the reader to become an active part of the scene themself.

		In the opening scene of Divergent by Veronica Roth, we’re dropped right into Beatrice’s status quo world as her mother cuts her hair. It’s the only time she’s allowed to look at herself in a mirror. With this one snapshot, we get a taste of this world (it’s not like our own) and Beatrice’s place in it as a member of the selfless Abnegation faction. We learn that she will soon have to choose which faction to join permanently, and the choice is haunting her, because she secretly wants to leave Abnegation, which would mean abandoning her family.

		In the Opening Image of Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe by Benjamin Alire Sáenz, we meet Aristotle on the morning of his fifteenth birthday as he lies in bed feeling lonely and miserable, listening to a radio DJ play “La Bamba” and thinking about how sad it is that Richie Valens died young. Our first impression of Aristotle? He definitely needs some change in his life!

		These are successful Opening Images because they give us a glimpse of what we are getting into and the kind of journey we are about to embark on. And because they give us a glimpse of the hero’s flawed life.

		All of this happens in one scene because this beat is what we call a single-scene beat. It takes place over the course of one scene or chapter. It’s an important distinction to make because there will be other beats along the way that are multi-scene beats, meaning they span multiple scenes or chapters of your novel. But for the Opening Image, we get only one snapshot. One chance to make a first impression. So, what’s yours going to be?

		My advice: focus on the hero’s flaws and problems.

		In The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, one of Starr’s biggest problems at the start of the novel is that she feels out of place in her two worlds (her mostly Black neighborhood and her mostly white private school). So where does author Angie Thomas put her in the Opening Image? In one of those two worlds—a party in Garden Heights—feeling…you guessed it! Out of place!

		And in the sci-fi tech thriller Warcross, one of Emika’s biggest problems is the three months of rent that’s overdue on her apartment. So how does author Marie Lu show us this problem? By opening with a scene of Emika trying to pay off her rent by bounty hunting a criminal who’s been illegally betting on the popular virtual reality game Warcross. Not only does this introduce us to Emika, her big problem, and her initial goal, but it also gives us a glimpse of the sci-fi world Lu has built in the novel.

		Remember back in chapter 1 when you brainstormed your hero’s flawed life and all their problems? Well, in the Opening Image you choose one of those problems (or several) to highlight and show your hero dealing with it. If your hero struggles with confidence, show us! Choose the perfect snapshot that captures that struggle. If your hero has attachment issues, how can that come through in a single scene? Perhaps your hero is shown throwing away something that most people would consider sentimental, like a photograph or a yearbook. Or perhaps they’re shown quitting a sport that they’re actually really good at.

		All of these types of images are essentially clues for your reader. Little nuggets of information that lure the reader into the story and get them thinking. Why are they throwing away that sentimental photograph? I bet there’s a story behind that!

		The more visual clues you can drop for your reader, the more active and engaged they will be in your story right from the start. The Opening Image is the first place to start dropping those clues and giving your reader a hint of who this hero is as the story begins.

		That way, when the reader reaches the end of the novel, or the Final Image (an opposite or mirror beat to the Opening Image), they can truly appreciate how far the hero has come and how much work you’ve done as the writer to bring them there.

		2. Theme Stated
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				What Does It Do? Briefly hints at the transformative journey that your hero will take and the flaw(s) they will eventually conquer.

				Where Does It Go? 5% (Or ideally somewhere in Act 1.)

			

		

		With the Opening Image, we gave the reader a good look at who the hero is at the start of the story. Now we’re going to give the reader a hint at who the hero is going to become by the end. What will this epic journey of transformation entail? Where are we ultimately going?

		That is the function of the Theme Stated beat.

		It’s a single-scene beat that happens early in the story (usually within the Setup beat), when the hero’s need or life lesson is subtly hinted at or touched on, usually by a secondary character.

		Ooh. Sounds clever, right? It is. If it’s done well. So, let’s break down how to do that.

		Remember that every story is about transformation (or should be!). Every story takes a flawed hero and makes them less flawed. The Theme Stated references that transformation with a little nod to what the hero needs to learn by the end of the story in order to overcome their flaw.

		Like “Sometimes when people talk, they don’t always tell the truth,” stated by Aristotle’s mom in Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe (10). Or “when / you’re walking in the nighttime, / make sure the nighttime / ain’t walking into you,” stated by Will’s mom in Long Way Down, a novel in verse by Jason Reynolds (40). Or “learn to look at the whole of something, not just the parts,” stated by Emika’s dad in Warcross (33).

		And how do you like that? By the end, all of these heroes learn exactly these lessons.

		Aristotle learns not only how to speak his own truth, but also to decipher truths that are not spoken. Will learns through his brother’s death how to rise above the Rules of his neighborhood and not let the darkness get him too. And Emika learns that people aren’t just good or bad; those are merely parts of a whole. Reality is more complex.

		If you missed the impact of these quotes when you read these specific novels, that’s actually a good thing. The theme should not be stated in an obvious, over-the-top way. You don’t want to shine a giant spotlight on this beat, screaming, “Look over here! This is the big life lesson of my book!” This beat works best when it’s done slyly. Covertly. Even deviously. Yes, I’m encouraging you to be devious. Mostly, I’m encouraging you to be creative. If you can subtly state your hero’s ultimate life lesson in such a way that your reader doesn’t even realize they’ve read it, that’s a winning Theme Stated.

		We’re planting a seed in the reader’s mind. So by the end of the novel, when the hero learns that exact lesson you hinted at earlier, on some subconscious level the reader thinks, Well, that was brilliant.

		Let’s just call it like it is. It’s reader manipulation. The very best kind.

		Don’t be confused by the term theme, though. In Save the Cat! terms, the Theme Stated refers to your hero’s need or life lesson. The Truth About Forever by Sarah Dessen, for example, has many themes in the traditional, Honors English–class sense of the word: death, identity, family, perfection, and so on. But for the sake of its masterfully crafted beat sheet, the Theme Stated comes on page 34, when Macy’s boss, Delia, says, “Ah, a girl with all the answers,” subtly referencing Macy’s flaw of wanting to control everything. But does Macy listen and start letting go of control right then and there? No! Otherwise, the book would be over on page 34. For Macy, control and the illusion of perfection is how she’s managed to get through her father’s death in one piece. Eventually, though, after a chaotic summer of working at a catering company, falling in love, and meeting new people, she will learn that she doesn’t have all the answers and she can’t control everything, and that’s okay. But she has to experience a whole external story (A Story) to get there.

		That’s what I love most about the Theme Stated beat. The hero is essentially being given a hint to the real answer, the real solution, the thing that will ultimately fix their life (right up front)! And what do they do with it? They ignore it! Not because they’re stupid or stubborn (okay, maybe they’re a little stubborn), but mostly because they’re not ready to hear it yet. They’ve got a bunch more living and learning to do (a whole novel’s worth!) before they can fully embrace what they need and change for good.

		Heroes tend to be resistant to transformation. At this point in the story, they don’t want to change. So it’s often useful to have the theme stated by a secondary character, or someone the hero can believably ignore—like a teacher, a random schoolmate, a fellow passenger on an airplane, an overbearing parent, or even a nemesis. It’s not a hard-and-fast rule, but it’s much easier for a reader to believe that the hero would ignore a secondary character than someone they’re close to. In young adult fiction, not surprisingly, themes are often stated by adults, which makes sense because this is a time in a teenager’s life when they’re trying to figure things out on their own and listening to an adult figure might undermine their blossoming independence.

		But your theme doesn’t have to be stated to them outright. It can also appear in a book your hero is reading, in a newscast on TV, in an advertisement on your hero’s social media feed. What’s important is that it’s done quickly and discreetly and that your hero rejects it.

		Why does the hero typically reject or ignore the theme? It’s realistic. It’s human. We humans rarely change just because some random person on the street tells us to. We rarely change because anyone tells us to. It takes a lot to get a person to change their ways. Which is why, throughout the rest of this novel, we’re going to throw a lot at your hero—dystopian governments, treasure hunts, cafeteria drama, intergalactic battles, life-threatening illnesses, vampires!—but it’s all in service of helping your hero realistically learn and grow.

		That’s storytelling, my friends.

		Creating exciting external events (plot) that organically trigger internal change (transformation).

		Now, if you’re thinking Wow, Jessica, it sounds so simple!—it is! But if you’re thinking Wow, Jessica, it sounds impossible! don’t worry. I’m going to guide you every step of the way. And here’s a little secret to set your mind at ease.

		You already have your theme.

		Remember when I told you to think about who your hero is, why they’re flawed, and what they need to learn in order to pull out that shard of glass and fix those flaws? Well, guess what? That need—that life lesson—is your theme. Now you simply have to figure out who’s going to state it and how.

		3. Setup
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				What Does It Do? Sets up your hero’s life and their status quo world before everything changes.

				Where Does It Go? 1% to 10% (This beat usually takes up the first tenth of the novel.)

			

		

		The Setup is where we continue to build our hero’s status quo world and all of its problems. In this beat, we expand upon the initial “snapshot” of the Opening Image and reveal the whole picture, giving our reader a solid understanding of who this hero is before their epic transformation, so that they can fully appreciate all the change that’s yet to come.

		There’s a lot to do to accomplish that, but thankfully you get multiple scenes or chapters to do it, because this is a multi-scene beat, unlike the Opening Image and Theme Stated, which were each a single scene. And trust me, you’re going to need those multiple scenes to get the work done, so let’s roll up our sleeves and find out what’s happening here.

		Hero and Goal

		First up, we need to establish the hero of the story (or heroes, in the case of multiple points of view). Your hero is at the helm of this ship, and this whole storytelling universe revolves around them. (Don’t let it go to their head.) So it’s important for our readers to understand who this character is. What is their personality? What are their tics? What are their likes and dislikes? Who populates their life? Any characters who are important to your hero’s world should be established in this beat. We call these characters the A Story characters because they represent the A Story (also known as the “external story”), as opposed to the B Story character we’ll meet in a later beat.

		But arguably one of the most important things to establish in the Setup is your hero’s goal. Remember in the last chapter, we talked about what your hero wants. Well, one of the fastest and most effective ways to introduce a hero to a reader is to show that hero pursuing that want. What we want says a lot about us, and having a tangible goal right from the start of the story not only gives the story momentum but also gives your reader something to latch on to.

		We’re immediately drawn into The Sun Is Also a Star by Nicola Yoon because we want to find out if Natasha can stop her family’s deportation. And we’re immediately drawn into Warcross because we want to find out if Emika can earn enough money to pay off her overdue rent.

		But the
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