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DEDICATION

 

In the process of creating this book, several people we're invaluable: Linda Derkez, first reader, who always shows me how to rein it in so the material can be most helpful to those who read it and who provided her insights while in the midst of what had to be the busiest time of her life; Christine Spindler and Margaret L. Carter, critique partners and extraordinary authors in their own rights who provided very different, indispensable advice and critical evaluations. 
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Signs of Life

 

 

Animated 

Evidence of functionality, breathing, heartbeat, the spark of life.

 

Living

Not simply existing and going through the motions but possessing fully developed external and internal conflicts.

 

Interacting

Dynamic, realistic, and believable relationships.

 

Vitality and Voice

Three-dimensional character attributes.

 

Engaged

Definable objective and purpose of being along with goals and motivations. 

 

 

 

 

 








INTRODUCTION

Arrested Development

 

"I misjudged you. You're not a moron. You're only a case of arrested development." ~Harvey to Cohn in The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway

 

In the field of medicine and psychology, the term "arrested development" means a premature stoppage of physical or psychological development, or the cessation of one or more phases of the developmental process resulting in a lack of completion that may produce potential anomalies. Arrested development can be applied to many situations, including writing. It's something that happens often in fiction with the three core elements of every story--Characters, Plots, and Relationships (CPR)--becoming arrested in their development. 

We live in a publishing era that can easily be viewed with growing concern given that the absolute requirement of developing CPR in a story is being sorely neglected in books made available for purchase. In the ideal, a reader wants to immerse himself in a glorious story that pulls him into a fictional world so realistic and populated with three-dimensional characters, plots, and relationships he never wants to leave. He's paid for that, after all, so why shouldn't he get it? Instead, he's saddled with a story that starts bad and only seems to be getting worse. Why would anyone keep reading? The author obviously didn't care to do it right nor did the editor, if there ever was one involved. Despite the time and money invested in this endeavor, it's just easier to walk away. Whether subpar writing is done out of laziness, a lack of skill in crafting, or simple ignorance, having a reader drop a bad book and never come back to it (or to the creator) is the last thing an author should want or allow.

 

USING CPR {DEVELOPMENT} ON DEAD OR LIFELESS FICTION

Deep, multifaceted development of characters, plots, and relationships can only be achieved through three-dimensional writing, something I've written in-depth about in my reference Three-Dimensional Fiction Writing. All of those concepts are crucial to character, plot, and relationship (which I'll call CPR often from this point on) development and we'll go over them briefly in this book as well. 

What makes a person alive? According to WebMD, the three organs that are so crucial to life that you'll die if they stop working are the lungs (breath), heart (blood and oxygen), and brain (functionality). The three work together and without them (or life support), a person is either comatose or deceased. 

I would add a fourth component that may not bring around true death to live without: A person needs a soul to live and do more than simply exist--and that means there's an objective or purpose in being. Arguably, a lack of soul can steal all the joy out of living and/or never provide the "spark" that exemplifies life.

If you noticed the CPR Signs of Life Acronym Chart I included at the beginning of this book, we can certainly say that it's possible to see the animation in a character that provides evidence of functionality, breathing, heartbeat, and the spark of life. To truly be living, characters aren't simply existing and going through the motions. They possess fully developed external and internal conflicts. They're interacting in dynamic, realistic, and believable relationships. They have three-dimensional character attributes that give them both vitality and voice. Finally, they're engaged in what makes life worthwhile with definable goals and motivations. I also created a poster of this that you'll find on the last page of this book. You can print or cut it out and put it next to your work space for ease of reference.

Characters, plots, and relationships need to be breathing, blood and oxygen flowing through their veins in order to function, or they're in a vegetative state or just plain dead. The soul of the character is what turns an ordinary paper doll into a vibrant, memorable personality. 

In fiction, the potential for zombies is only too common, and I don't simply mean zombie characters. Plots and relationships can be just as zombie-like. Who wants to read about something that's alive (i.e., not dead) but not really living either? Even in books about zombies, it's the heart-beating, breathing, functional characters, plots, and relationships that make the story come to life. (By the way, if your zombie is living--as in iZombie style--and not simply alive, it's not a true zombie by definition.) As we said, a soul--providing unforgettable character traits, conflicts, and interactions with a very definite "life spark" that makes a reader care and immerse himself in a story--is imperative to make the characters, plots, and relationships compelling.

The CPR development technique we'll talk about all through this reference is a two-step process. 

1) Establishing: Foundation begins in plotting and planting the seeds of development for the CPR process right from the very first scene in a book. You wouldn't just plunk down a plant you want to flourish in an area where it won't get sun, rain, or the nutrients it needs to survive, would you? Plotting and planting are all about properly setting up before setting out, anchoring and orienting readers before leading them with purpose through your story landscape. That's something that needs to be done in every single scene of a book with the basic grasp of setup. The longer it takes for a reader to figure out where he is and what he's doing there, the less chance he'll engage with the story and agree to go along for the journey. 

2) Progressing: The one thing a story can't and should never be is static. Development isn't something that stops with the foundational introduction or establishment of threads. Development keeps happening throughout a story. Every single scene that follows the first must show a strong purpose in developing, revealing and advancing characters, plots and relationships in a wide variety of facets. Progress must be made to push past the point of plotting and planting seeds to cultivating the core element "blooms" that pop up into the landscape in every scene. The only way to achieve three-dimensional development of characters, plots, and relationships is to actively take each opportunity to establish and advance the elements that--if properly sketched--should appear in an organic way along the path to telling the story.

 

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

The purpose of CPR for Dead or Lifeless Fiction: A Writer's Guide to Deep and Multifaceted Development and Progression of Characters, Plots, and Relationships is to show writers in any stage of their career, whether unpublished or published with a single work-in-progress or a dozen under their belts, the distinctive core elements of a story and how to build three-dimensional aspects into them through all stages in the writing process. As you saw in the table of contents, this book is broken down into an introduction, seven chapters, and a conclusion followed by an appendix. Below is a more detailed overview of what each chapter will cover:

Chapter One includes ten telltale ways to spot dead or lifeless characters, plots, and relationships. While analyzing evidence of whether a character is dead or lifeless may seem obvious on the surface, getting down deep may call many things into question, so here you'll see ways of identifying barren or apathetic elements. 

Chapter Two goes over three-dimensional writing. These concepts are absolutely crucial for CPR development, requiring that we cover the basics here. We'll also discuss three types of scenes--namely opening, resolution, and bridge--that make up a well-developed story. This chapter has a crash course overview of three-dimensional writing.

Chapters Three through Five explore how to develop deep and multifaceted, three-dimensional characters, plots, and relationships and progress them steadily throughout a story. The Three-dimensional CPR Development sketch worksheets provided in each will ensure that your character, plot, and relationship development covers all dimensions. 

Chapter Six offers from-the-ground-up techniques for ensuring your story has the required CPR development and steady progression. We'll cover the simplest approach to evaluation of CPR development in a modified form of a back cover blurb with a Heart of the Story Blurbs Worksheet. If more help is needed, I'll provide a Scene-by-Scene CPR Development Chart that gets down to the scene-by-scene nuts and bolts of CPR development in a story. By analyzing in this manner, you'll see for yourself how three-dimensional CPR development is revealed, established, developed, advanced, and resolved scene by scene, and the chart contained in this section will help you pinpoint down to the exact scene where lack of CPR development and progress may hinder your story.

Chapter Seven goes over why some form of pre-writing is necessary to ensure proper development and steady progress. We'll also talk about writing in stages to avoid the missed opportunities for CPR development that are so prevalent in writing styles that avoid any sort of pre-writing before the writing actually begins. 

The Conclusion provides a view of the current and future state of the publishing industry as well as a sum up of what we've learned about the vital role development and advancement play in producing deep and multifaceted characters, plots, and relationships.

The Appendix contains all the materials we've used throughout the chapters so you can work your way through the CPR developmental process with blank worksheets and charts.

 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Virginia Woolf said, "As for my next book, I am going to hold myself from writing it till I have it impending in me: grown heavy in my mind like a ripe pear; pendant, gravid, asking to be cut or it will fall." This quote precisely describes how a story should grow in the author's mind until it absolutely has to be written. The best case scenario is always, always, always to start a story only after you have a lot of story ideas, vivid characters, settings, plots, and relationships, etc. to work with. 

A writer starts with a solid story that's ready to drop into his hands like ripe fruit. While you can do the same for an idea that's not ready, it'll be a lot harder. In fact, it might take the author decades to get an unripe story off the ground. In Chapter Seven, we'll talk about methods to get a story to the point of "ripeness" and what to do when you have a ton of ideas vying to be worked on at the same time. I don't recommend undertaking the CPR development technique or any other until you have a story that's ready to be developed, so keep that in mind.

A couple of notes before we get started: Throughout this book, for consistency, I'll refer to characters in the female point of view (hereafter referred to as POV). To offer distinction, I'll refer to readers and writers in the male POV. Clearly, characters, readers and writers can be of either sex and this gets a bit awkward in some specific situations, but, to prevent an erratic jump from one to the other, I've done it this way all throughout this manual. 

One other thing to take notice of is that a great number of the examples used throughout this book are from movies or even videogames. The reason for this is because those mediums are so much more visual and also because the sad fact is that there are more movie-goers and gamers than readers these days. Safe to say, the fiction in movies and games may be better known than that in books, although those reading this reference probably do plentiful reading. Ultimately, all the examples are fiction, so I saw no reason not to use some from all mediums.

Additionally, I'll note upfront that I believe a series name is part of its branding (see my book Writing the Standalone Series). Not only should the series title be included everywhere the name of a book is spoken or written about, but the world "series" or "trilogy" should be capitalized in order to further solidify the branding. In other words, I never refer to my series Family Heirlooms as simply that. Always, I refer to it as the "Family Heirlooms Series" because that's the full title and most effective way to brand it to my readers. That's why you'll see every series mentioned in this book with the word "series" or "trilogy" capitalized, even it's not the way publishers or distributors normally do it.

One final note of clarification: Keep in mind that you don't have to perform every step in this or any other writing method. Authors are all different, we all think and perform differently, and ultimately it makes no sense to do more work than you need to. The goal for each writer should be to find what works for you personally, as an individual. Most of the time that means finding what doesn't work first. My motto is, utilize what works for you; discard or revise the rest to fit you personally. The point of sketches, worksheets, charts, and checklists is to give help in pinpointing problem areas. If you're not having a problem in a certain area, go ahead and skip the in-depth processing. 

In my writing methods, in particular, my goal is to make sure authors have everything needed to learn to write instinctively. What I mean by that is that through laborious amounts of practice, usually over the course of several years, your brain begins to grasp the basics of crafting characters, plots, and relationships, and even some of the harder concepts of writing, like writing these elements three-dimensionally. This means you can fill out fewer worksheets before you outline a story, as in, you may not have to do endless character or plot sketches, etc. You may instinctively inject just the right amount of dimension that has definite purpose beyond simply conveying information or you know exactly where tension is needed. 

After having more than 130 books published, I write instinctively, so my story crafting (including building three-dimensional CPR development into every scene) is done in the course of outlining each and every book I write. Those things come automatically, without the need for filling out worksheets. If you don't feel like some or any of this is instinctive for you, go through the steps as I've set them down. Every author's endgame is and should be instinctive writing.

 

GETTING STARTED 

If your characters, plots, and relationships that make up each scene in your story are truly three-dimensional and properly developed and advanced, your book will be so vivid, readers will be haunted by the unforgettable, vibrant world conveyed through your words even after they finish reading. My hope is that CPR for Dead or Lifeless Fiction gives you a solid plan of action from start to finish through in-depth discussions and examples with leave-no-stone-unturned aids, and a layering process that covers all the bases, allowing you to take the CPR development technique into your own writing. 








CHAPTER ONE

The Basics of CPR Development

 

"Confirming and declaring that someone is dead is a careful process. Check for a pulse, pupil response, and heart sounds. If a patient is in a coma, check for signs of brain death, including irreversible brain and brainstem damage, an inability to breathe on their own, and, again, a lack of pupil response. An EEG, a test that measures electrical activity in the brain, will flatline when all functions in the heart and brain stop." ~"Exactly How a Doctor Knows That Someone is Dead" by Sara Coughlin on the Refinery29 company website

 

In real life, you can get to know some people easily. With others, it may take you years and an incredible amount of effort to truly get to know them and understand who they are. Characters are just the same. Some come to life with the first story spark and flesh themselves out continuously throughout all the stages of writing. Other characters refuse to come out of hiding so easily. In some ways, these characters are hiding from the writer, so it becomes that much harder for the writer to get to know them and bring them to life. These characters have barriers the author absolutely must break through in order to bring them to life. 

A lot of authors ask, How do I know whether my characters are coming to life? The assumption is that, if a character is walking, talking, and moving through each scene in the book, she must be coming to life. Real, living characters and merely lifelike characters are two completely different things, especially in this age, when it's so easy to manipulate images and facts. Authors can be holding those characters like lifeless puppets, thrusting them through the story when there's no life in them. Real, living characters are what you're striving for because only these characters allow the readers to understand what lies behind the face presented within the story. Readers will see personality, deep issues and conflicts, goals and motivations, and amazingly natural growth and evolution. Lifelike characters are merely cardboard, and most readers will see right through the careful façade you constructed because there's clearly nothing behind it--no personality, no growth, no true internal conflicts, response to external conflict, or deeply personal goals and motivations as a result of the problems.

If you don't have to ask whether your characters are coming to life, it's probably because your story is reeling through your mind in full color. As a writer, you should wake up with your characters in the morning and go to bed with them at night. In any given situation, you should know exactly what they'd be thinking and saying and doing. You see them growing and developing as they work through their conflicts and relationships, and you have a solid idea about what motivates them in any situation. It goes without saying in this best of all scenarios that your characters, their conflicts and relationships are living and breathing through you. If your critique partners, publisher, agent, and readers feel the same way, consider yourself blessed. 

It's harder to define when--and especially why--some characters don't come to life. However, in most instances, the characters, plots, or relationships are lifeless because the author hasn't developed them three-dimensionally enough to allow them to live and breathe. You as the writer need to create solid CPR development throughout the story. But keep in mind that both author and character need to share control of development. An author should never be so controlling that the character is too stifled by rigidity to come to life nor can an author allow the character to run amok in a story in ways that simply don't fit. The author should give his character enough freedom to be able to emerge and develop naturally and enough discipline to keep the story logical and cohesive. 

Dead CPR development sounds as easy to spot as a dead body in real life. See the quote at the beginning of this chapter for the medical process of determining such a state. Dead doesn't move, doesn't so much as twitch, groan, or reach for help, especially the longer it's been lying around. There's nothing there. No breath, no pulse, no warmth, conscience or consciousness, let alone activity or movement that might imply something once existed, walked, and talked at any time previously. If nothing else, the analysis of your own story's core elements in the search to locate signs of life should point to either a definitive extreme in the positive or the negative or something in-between. Unfortunately, it's not always so cut and dried in telling whether or not our characters are dead or lifeless.

In some instances where this fact was (unbelievably and yet it happens) ignored, the dead elements may reek so badly, there's no question about whether you're in the presence of something dead or lifeless. Few readers will get past the first paragraph. No one wants to get near it, not even those who claim to love and care about you but are begging off desperately concerning this story. On one hand, it's a good thing if it's this obvious. At least you know, right? Logic says that, if you realize it, you can do something about it.

In other cases, only one or two of the core elements are actually dead. The living elements are "carrying around" the other one or two. (If that's not a vivid image, I don't know what is.) In theory, we should be able to recognize dead development when it's paired with something living. In that situation, can you point out what you're enjoying and connecting with? Those are the living parts. Are other potentially specific things unfocused, surreal, and maybe even unbelievable, without a pulse, a sign of life, or the proper foundation to begin building on? Those are dead or lifeless. 

Easy peasy? Sigh. Not so much.

It should be simple to spot these conditions in our characters, plots, and relationships, I know, but it's unfortunately anything but. I feel your pain in identifying dead or lifeless CPR elements because it's a question that been with me from the very first book I wrote. With the need to identify dead or lifeless CPR development in mind, let's go over some general ways that should pinpoint whether any aspect is dead or merely lifeless. In the chapters that follow, identification will allow us to give the lacking areas either the kiss of life or a jolt of electricity.

 

TEN WAYS TO SPOT DEAD OR LIFELESS CHARACTERS, PLOTS, AND RELATIONSHIPS

Poking and prodding your characters, plots, and relationships in all the compass points with sketches should exhibit some reaction one way or the other. When you start asking questions about all of these things, getting absolutely no response--beyond a blank, cadaverous stare--is clear enough. Yup, dead. Time of death? The moment of execution. (Forgive the really bad pun.)

Merely lifeless core elements, however, may show a few signs of life and that's what makes lethargy in development so hard to spot. As we said earlier, conceivably, some evidence of development can allow those areas that are at least functional to carry around the dead elements. In these cases where the book is already published and the functional elements are hoisting the dead ones in a sack over the shoulder, readers may even overlook your failure because the solid development of those one or two core elements gives the reader part of what he's seeking. 

The identification of partial necrosis is almost always deeply startling to readers. There are times when I'm reading a story I'm enjoying but not in an in overwhelmed, obsessive way that I'll suddenly visualize the author's hand holding the character as if she's a puppet or a dead body, forcing a certain situation on the poor thing. That hand will move the character around in response to action, even thrusting another story puppet/dead body up against her in a contrived effort to make something happen between the two that's equally artificial, awkward, and not a little disturbing.

One aspect or another in a story like this is undeveloped or underdeveloped and, in the course of reading, I'll usually, eventually, figure out what's lacking. Maybe the main or secondary characters have no obvious signs of life, nothing that makes them unique, no legitimate personality, personal goals or motivations. A main character's conflicts as they're portrayed may not convince me she truly cares about them, has an intensely personal investment in them, or that they're cohesive with what's been set up as who this person is and what's she's all about in other aspects. 

Whether the conflicts are internal or external, the story may not feel like it's actually hers. Events are randomly happening to her, and there's no personal connection to them. She's not authentically motivated to act in the face of what's happening to her. It may be easier for her to run away--and that goal at least may feel legit. When she's compelled to react, jerky clunkiness may be the result, more robotic than flesh and blood. 

Also, her relationships might not seem quite realistic and deeply planted, growing enough to feel warm and realistic. Maybe she's going through the motions with these people who are part of her life, but even those most intimate ones don't go in-depth enough to spark emotion in me, as the reader. In the worst case scenario, I've read romance stories where relationships are integral to the genre yet those attachments had little or no depth, dimension, desire, or connection between two people who were supposed to be falling in love and making romantic, reading hearts swoon. If a romance story doesn't include strong, profoundly emotional relationships, it's failed on the most elementary level.

I've also read books and even series--some of them that were actually published--where the author has deigned to give a main character a first name, neglected the last, and sometimes doesn't bother with physical descriptions or details about the past nor "drive" for the future (we'll talk more about the importance of all these things in this and later chapters) that would fully flesh out the character. Plots and conflicts (and the corresponding, crucial goals and motivations) are almost always spur of the moment, created scene by scene, no setup, no buildup, no curiosity, and certainly no tension. The relationships feel cold, stilted, off-focus, frequently with secondary characters that serve no other purpose in the story beyond being soundboards for the main character or, worse, merely bulking up the word count. Even if a minor effort has been made to plant foundational seeds of character, plot, and relationship, so often those seeds aren't developed and advanced properly or at all throughout the subsequent scenes in the book. They're buried so deep, it's not possible for them to come out to see the light of day and flourish. 

This lack of development and progress in character, plot, and relationship is something that can be seen throughout the entire book and sometimes the whole of a series. James Scott Bell advises asking yourself, "Who cares?" and "What's the purpose?" to ensure validity and clarification of the reason for each scene even existing. I'd add for clarification that characters, plots, and relationships all need to have a reason for existing. If readers are never engaged on even one count of core elements, what's the purpose of the book existing and, honestly, who cares if it gets read? If there isn't passion burning inside all three of the core elements, bursting out so the story has to be told, there is quite literally no point to starting, continuing or finishing. For anyone.

Development of all three elements is crucial and progression has to be evident from one scene to the next. If something is actually happening in a story with all three of the CPR elements, the reader will want to stick around to find out more--to find out everything, with a sense of avid anticipation and participation rather than frustration and disengagement, uncertainty, and dissatisfaction.

Off the top of my head, I can think of two current bestselling authors writing series focused on main characters in white collar fields. In both series, the stories are plot-leaden (as opposed to merely heavy). These authors are known for action-packed stories, and they deserve kudos for providing that every single time. However, in both cases, the series are almost completely character and relationship-development deficient. In either, beyond what the main character does for a living--with above-average intelligence--we learn almost nothing about him personally, about his current life beyond his work and the story quest, about his past and his future drive. All his internal conflicts and goals and motivations are plot-focused to the point where his own private needs and desires are rarely if ever considered or attended to. Relationships never feel well-grounded. They happen in the present--and they merely happen. We're given only sparse glimpses about what occurred between characters in the past and those glimpses are cold without strong, emotional connections, memories, or developments. Readers don't feel any encouragement about future developments with those relationships either. Personal attachments--temporary or otherwise--serve the plot. Period. 

The sheer evidence of the insufficiency of character and relationship development lives in how neither author includes enough "downtimes" (a point in which the main character takes a rest from the action to reflect) within the extreme action sequences of the individual stories. The main character in both series is almost constantly running from or toward something. He doesn't sit down and ruminate on his life, let alone take that time to cultivate strong connections and emotional attachments with the people running around with him. As a result, the consequences are muted, lacking both tension and intrigue, and certain exhaustion (also for the reader?) may be the only end-game in sight. We'll talk more about the importance of having downtimes in a story in Chapter Four.

Whenever I read these series which are admittedly enjoyable (though ultimately disappointing because of all the reasons I mentioned above), I'm forced to imagine the author holding a doll of his very popular series character and slam-driving that poor, defenseless thing through one breath-stealing action sequence after the other without a single break in the arduous trek each book goes through. Nothing personal breaks up these ruthless tasks the character is given back-to-back in every story. 

But, not only are the creators forcing the characters through the motions, the authors aren't going beyond those motions themselves--and that's the biggest travesty of un-/underdevelopment of core elements. In both cases, the main character isn't dead but he's almost certainly lifeless. Unfortunately for demanding readers who want three-dimensional core elements, the intrigue here is with plots (and--in a stretch--settings, which is a component of character development) almost exclusively. I consider these particular characters little more than zombies. Yes, there is a semblance of life. The POV character is actually moving around, going through the motions, but he isn't actively living, breathing, or functioning beyond basic instinct in direct response to the plot, which he serves. With a little more effort, these authors could actually breathe life into all CPR elements of these series stories and make them wonderful and memorable beyond the exciting plots.

Fix this axiom in your mind: Character reveals plot and relationships, just as plot and relationships reveal character, and relationships reveal character and plot. This trinity is vital to the cohesiveness of your stories. They work together to unearth, connect, and layer a story. The strongest stories are the ones in which every part of the story--the characters' role, physical descriptions, personalities, strengths and weaknesses, relationships, skills, conflicts, goals and motivation, and even settings--becomes cohesive and fits together organically. We've all read books in which the key aspects didn't quite merge naturally. Maybe we didn't notice a specific issue, but we knew something was off, lacked logic, or didn't quite fit with the rest of the story, and the imbalance frustrated us. There's a chance you never finished reading those books. The ones that you absolutely cannot put down and that stay with you every minute of the time you're reading them and for years afterward are the ones in which every aspect is so intricately connected that separating the threads of CPR development is difficult, even impossible.

Cohesion needs to start with the first spontaneous spark of a story in your head. If a story doesn't work, it could very well be because your character, plot, and relationship elements aren't blending naturally. Story elements need to be cohesive and progressive, layering and building up and bringing together all aspects within the book until the resolution. In Chapters Three through Five, we'll go in-depth in our quest for providing the foundation that reveals, develops, advances, and concludes these core story elements. If you're not sure whether your core elements are truly cohesive, my book titled Cohesive Story Building explores this theme and everything you need to know about story cohesion is there.

In the introduction, we talked about the two-step process for CPR development, including:

1) Establishing: Setup is so crucial for proper CPR development. Until something is introduced, it can't be advanced, certainly not because the writer abruptly realized the story needed intrigue and revitalization and thinks a random injection will do the trick. Including a progression of a story element can't be done arbitrarily or haphazardly without the initial introduction coming first because anything that doesn't have the proper establishment can only be described as indiscriminate tacking on that creates an odd appendage instead of solid story crafting. 

2) Progressing: Plant the seeds of CPR development early, develop and push them forward steadily, cohesively, and logically. If you neglect to establish a development in advance, always go back and provide the necessary introduction where it makes the most sense for it to be revealed. Also, one of the reasons I advise writing in stages (Chapter Seven) is for just this reason: So you can catch each and every new opportunity, allowing CPR development to unfurl consistently through a story in a natural way. If each story goes through multiple stages of production, every stage gives you the chance to spot any missed opportunities for revelation, growth, and development.

This two-step process is all about properly setting up before setting out, anchoring and orienting readers before leading them with purpose through your story landscape (present dimension), looking back in careful increments to fill in realistic layers (past dimension), and always making certain there's a whisper of what's to come (future dimension).

There are telltale scenarios that may reveal if any aspect of your CPR development is outright dead or simply lifeless, in whole or in part with the "alive" part potentially carting around the "lifeless" or "dead" elements. Some of these may overlap but I want to call attention to the individual, basic scenarios because they're so often utilized as if they're legitimate methods in so-called CPR development--and they can't and shouldn't be.

 

1) The One Trick Pony Writer

My husband told me a story his dad related to him after he went to work as a manager at a factory. One of the workers kept doing everything wrong, and my husband's father tried multiple times to tell him the right way to accomplish the tasks. The worker was offended and claimed that he'd had 20 years of experience, so no one could tell him what was right and what was wrong. My husband's dad's response (that I can't imagine went over very well): "You don't have 20 years of experience! You have one year of experience repeated 20 times." 

I'm fairly amazed at how often in my years of experience in this field I've seen authors who write the same characters, plots, and relationships over and over and over again from one single-title book to the next. Maybe the very first time he wrote this story, it was original and unique and all the story elements came to life. But, after that first time, it's guaranteed he was working with carbon-copy material, not actually crafting something new. Names, jobs, locations, and minor plot details may have been changed in later books along with minor alterations that kept the writer from facing the fact that this was his first story subtly revised. If this author went on to write 20 books, it was actually just one book written 20 times with a few detail swaps. 

Just like every human being is unique, every story needs to have its own distinctive characters, plots, and relationships. Carbon copies, reproductions, character types, personas, tropes, caricatures, stereotypes, whatever, are not unique. They're a rehashing of something that already exists in reality or fiction. If you can substitute a name, a role, a job, or a plot from one book to the next and easily and not much else about the story has changed, you're not writing a remarkable, singular story every time that has its own distinct CPR flavor. That situation sets the groundwork for dead or lifeless core elements.

If a friend, critique partner, or "fan" points out to you (or you realize all on your own, maybe after reading this), that all your stories feel eerily similar, fill out development worksheets for every new story you write, comparing them with previous stories to make sure you're not simply rescripting the same themes of character, plot, and relationship in subtly modified ways.

 

2) Un-, Under-, and Overdeveloped CPR Elements

Obviously, undeveloped and underdeveloped CPR elements are problems for the reasons we've already talked about thus far in this reference and we'll discuss in more depth in later chapters. Whenever it's convenient to reveal a factoid that's intriguing about a character, plot, or relationship that forces a development just because the need is there at that moment, un-, under-, or overdevelopment may take the place of proper CPR development. Each time I watch the first Harry Potter movie and Harry and Ron fall down into the Devil's Snare, I laugh when Ron says, "Lucky this plant was here, really." To me that's what coming up with on-the-fly CPR developments is like. What's needed is abruptly there without introduction, preface, or justification. It's magic, Harry.

Some potential scenarios include:

If a story is a romance (not erotica) and the couple went from stranger to in love in no time at all or after some moment of epiphany that the reader can't really connect with reality (maybe because it never happened?), about a dozen steps that are integral to proper romance relationship setup have been skipped over egregiously. (In Chapter Five, we'll talk about links in the chain of romance relationship development that can't be leapt over or neglected without the romance deflating like a soufflé.)

If characters and relationships need to have a certain conflict occur at some point, whatever's needed might suddenly appear exactly where it should go, out of a clear blue sky. I think it was author Sandra Brown who gave the advice to throw in a dead body whenever a story is lagging. Unfortunately, too many authors heeded that advice. Literally. But any story element, no matter how exciting, has to be properly set up in advance of development (you can't advance what hasn't been introduced in the first place) and cohesive with every other part of the story. 

I've also seen a lot of stories where the plot is so poorly researched, the reader questions every aspect of it almost right from the start. The basic trust the reader started the story with diminishes whenever these on-the-fly plot developments show up in the nick of time without prior or proper setup. The distrust might start slowly, with the question in the reader's mind, Is this really how it works? The further the story and plot go along (blissfully ignorant), the more that question becomes certainty that the author didn't do his homework. Nothing is taken at face-value from the first question rising and everything becomes active doubting after that. 

Authors, if you don't know enough about any topic to write about it intelligently, even confidently, go back to the beginning. Do the necessary research so you feel like you understand what you're writing about as if you do this for a living--through your characters--and you do that job pretty darn well. If you're not willing to do the work of research, then lose that angle of the story. If you're not sure about even the smallest thing you're writing about, your waffling will show blatantly in the story as if it fell from the sky in neon pink and now glows garishly on a humongous billboard for all to see. You can't hide or cleverly fudge ignorance. You'll lose your readers (for that book and possibly all you've written) with sloppy laziness like that. Nothing can save a story at that point. It's not worth taking the risk in including any aspect that hasn't been adequately researched.

Strange as it sounds, overdevelopment of one or all of the core elements can actually be a sign of un- or underdevelopment, too. These may come in the form of characters who have been everywhere, done everything--and the reader learns of this impressive trophy wall of accomplishments randomly, sporadically and--most indicatively--conveniently. If someone needs to solve a problem, this character has the skills or a relationship may be manipulated to serve an auspicious, extemporaneous need. (Again, something like this needs to be set up in advance, fittingly, to be believable.)

Please note here that my problem isn't with introducing new developments--not at all, since progressions of foundationally-grounded development need to happen throughout the course of a story, in every single scene. It's the lack of setup in establishing those developments that I have issues with. I also have no problem with incorporating twists. I love twists, as all readers do. However, in order for a twist to be believable, it must be set up from the very beginning, resolutions need to fit perfectly with every angle the twist presents, and everything about it should be obvious and in plain sight in retrospect. The big difference between a twist and a trick is the reader reaction. If he's stunned, speechless, gratefully overjoyed, that twist surprise is welcomed and applauded. If he feels cheated, the victim of a bait and switch, unforgivably incensed, chances are your books just made his Dead-to-Me list.

Planting the seeds of development has to be done at the start of a story so when those buds push through the story soil later, they're accepted, anticipated, and the excitement for all the directions they could go in is legitimate rather than conveniently there. Creating on the fly frequently causes un-, under-, or overdevelopment that's rarely believable, logical, or cohesive.

If you have any parts of your story where a CPR development appeared out of nowhere and wasn't introduced earlier in some form (hints or stronger), that's a good indication you haven't set up your CPR elements properly.It's conceivable that you could come up with a justifiable angle of your CPR aspects while in the middle of writing. Just make sure you go back into earlier portions of the story and add the necessary foundation so readers will recognize the introduction in advance and feel the progression all along rather than marveling incredulously at something conveniently showing up just when it's needed.

 

3) I'm Going to China Reactions

In writing, an "I'm going to China" situation crops up in a story when a un-, under- or overdeveloped character will suddenly decide to run off to somewhere else with a new landscape in order to hide from understanding herself, the conflicts she's facing, or the relationships she's avoiding. In many cases, the character will literally pull up stakes and head somewhere the problems in the story world no longer raise their tarnished little heads. But this scenario doesn't always have to be an actual place. The character might alternatively do something drastic (indulge in some irrational behavior, which we'll talk about in the next point) that takes her away from the situation at hand.

This is actually something I say to my husband all the time when I have an issue with something he's doing or not doing. When I bring it up to him, instead of focusing on the problem, he'll perform some insane action that doesn't fit the situation at all and certainly does nothing to resolve it. Rather than facing the issue, he'll "go to China" (or any other exotic location on the opposite side of the world) instead of dealing with it, thereby avoiding the situation altogether (temporarily). Instead of resolution, the tactic means everything is all new and the old problem doesn't exist for him there...until I fly him back to the problem at hand all over again. For instance, one time I commented that all the dishes he failed to wash properly are part of the next load that I have to wash, which is very unfair. His response: Whenever he does dishes now, he puts them away instead of leaving them in the drainer, as if somehow I won't notice some of the dishes on the shelves or in the cupboards are dirty. That's a "going to China" response. The reaction doesn't make sense in the situation. Logically, he should do a better job of cleaning the dishes when it's his turn to do them so I don't have to redo them with the next load, right? Instead, he tries to hide the dirty ones as if I can't scrutinize them as easily in one place as the next. He thinks I'm being mean to him about this (another "going to China" reaction?), but my point is that this questionable technique doesn't work in real life any better than it does in writing fiction.

In an "I'm going to China" scenario, a character isn't developed enough to know herself and her conflicts let alone have any motivation, goals, or aptitude to resolve them in a healthy way. Readers won't get why she's acting and reacting the way she is or why everything in the story suddenly alters into something all-new. "China" or whatever avoidance place/situation she decides to run off and hide in provides mere distraction. At times, I also think this is done to bulk up the story word count (but more about that later) instead of offering legitimate conflict resolution. 

Unfortunately, in too many cases, the problems still exist right back where the story left off before the character did a runner somewhere else to avoid them. The writer either simply abandoned the earlier progress or lack thereof altogether or, less frequently, he eventually comes back to them but never really deals with them appropriately. Logical progression and true cohesion are never achieved and yet so often these stories are published in this malformed state of arrested development and allowed to see the light of day. Inexperienced and unskilled authors, editors, and publishers let it slide rather than make the tough choice of working harder or not publishing something that's in a state that could be considered low-quality.

You and I both know that what really happened behind the scenes was that the writer threw up his hands and conceded defeat on developing and advancing CPR properly in this story. The main character was removed from the current situation in order to give the author a new perspective...and time to churn out a desperate, ill-conceived conclusion just so the story had a resolution, even one that can't possibly make sense with the first half of CPR developments in the book. 

If you find your characters irrationally running away or see CPR elements disintegrating into avoidance of core issues, try setting the story aside for as long as you can. Maybe when you return in the future--perhaps after doing the three-dimensional CPR development sketches we'll discuss later in this manual--you'll find viable solutions to fix the problems. Keep in mind that satisfactory endings to a story don't include "going to China" reactions and actions in place of effective, cohesive, logical resolutions.

 

4) Silly Misunderstandings Rule

This one is related to the last one. Essentially, insane, illogical events happen in stories like this. Characters may behave childishly, erratically, impulsively, and irresponsibly; the conflict itself might be the same; or relationships may end up being handled in non-productive ways. This brings out an overdramatic situation that's often painful to read because the character may be reacting too sensitively to something the author hasn't set up or developed as a three-dimensional conflict for them that's cohesive with other character and relationship elements. Inexplicably, the character shuts out relationships, evades conflicts both internal and external, and goals and motivations at this point are puzzling to the extreme. 

Silly misunderstandings are substituted for viable conflicts in stories with improperly developed CPR elements. You replace your main character's authentic emotions with uncharacteristic and illogical reactions/actions inconsistent with what you previously set up as part of the character's personality. In some way or other, you force a shocking situation into the plot or a relationship that lays the main POV character flat. Instead of having that character consider what's happening, and possibly his part in bringing it about, you have him do something that makes absolutely no sense to anyone in the story or outside it, like the reader. 

For instance, I've read a lot of unpublished (though some published as well) stories in which a responsible, sentimental heroine is grieving, feeling sorry for herself, or in such dire emotional straits that she has no clue how to extricate herself from the situation. As if it solves her problem, she acts completely out of character and sleeps with the first guy she sees or an old boyfriend she decided in the past that she's definitely done with. As anyone who's read a self-defeating story like this knows, she always regrets it, but by then the damage is done and the writer spends the rest of the book trying to get her out of the mess she made by acting uncharacteristically irresponsible. Even if this is believable in real life, it makes for train-wreck-bad fiction.

In this case, characters, plots, and relationships will feel very unnatural and wrong to the reader. Hence, the story will become artificial, silly, and probably won't be loved by readers. The author of a story like this has gotten it into his head that the character's behavior has to be justified, and he creates his own means to defend the direction all this is going. Too often, the character's behavior is passed off as a legit personality flaw the writer fully intended and kept going on with, or the author couldn't get himself to face the fact that the character was desperately trying to hide from him, and instead of reaching for a more cohesive means of developing the character, he gave up and just went with it when the story slid wildly off the rails. 

How often stories like these are published these days boggles me. I remember reading a story in which the main character got in a bad situation about halfway into the book. Everything went wrong. The character's life, the plot, the central relationship all derailed on the basis of an unbelievably stupid disagreement that popped its foundationless, little head up in the story like a mole. Out of the blue this character decided to fly off to "the family cabin". Now, this place that was in some exotic hot spot had never been mentioned previous to this and was dropped into the story like Utopia beckoning. During the chapters that followed, the character was blissfully ignorant of remembering the life and problems left behind and I think phrases like "having an epiphany" and "refocusing" were pulled out randomly despite that there were no actual thoughts about what sent the character running blindly to this place. Was the analysis of those thoughts done off-stage? Who knows? Even the other main character, who was part of the couple in this romance book, was only mildly concerned about the other's whereabouts despite the silly misunderstanding that drove them apart. When they reunited, the former argument seemed to be left in the "China" cabin. Other convenient plot developments replaced them. At the end of the story, deus ex machina had stepped in to resolve the story conflicts. One can only conclude that the ridiculous argument that abruptly overshadowed the book before one of the main characters bailed for cabin life didn't matter despite that it'd been set up as a viable conflict prior to insanity ensuing. 

Misunderstandings can't be legitimate plotlines. They're simply not strong enough to carry even a short story and, frankly, many of these aren't worthy to be given such invincible power. Stop and think about that. If a "conflict" can be resolved with a simple conversation or--worse--ignored altogether as if it's not worth the time taken to consider it, it's not properly developed at all. Maybe it's not literally worth considering keeping in the story.

Characters need to be real (as in three-dimensional), likeable (or at least sympathetic and understandable), consistent, placed in identifiable situations with believable relationships, making logical choices. In moments of duress (and that's what fiction is--conflict!), a character's mask drops and the reader comes to know the character's true nature by how she acts and reacts (two chain reactions that have to make sense together and so frequently don't in stories like these). That's why it's so important not to set up a character one way and then have her act and react in a completely different manner later.

A good question for a writer to ask himself when writing a story like this is: How do young children react to conflict, to being hurt, frightened, or feeling guilty? They get mad, sad, shut down, become incapable of making a rational decision. Displays of childish, erratic, impulsive, and irresponsible behavior look like any or all of these horrifyingly clichéd scenarios that are rarely viable conflict development:

 


		Sleeping with someone a main character shouldn't.

		Getting drunk or doing drugs.

		Becoming violent, maybe destroying relationships, or suicidal.

		Outright quitting a job or whatever the main story quest is.



 

Instead of laughing at herself in an embarrassing situation that casts her in a poor light, she stomps out of the vicinity, where she turns inward, becomes pouty and self-defeating, depressed, and unreachable. 

Throws in the towel, takes a leap of faith, gains a new perspective {insert any absurd idiom you can think of here that doesn't justify the avoidance} and moves to China, where they apparently don't care who the heck you are, what you've done or what you're doing now, let alone the reasons why. 

The result of this craziness is disintegration, self-sabotage, or running away from the issue instead of dealing with it. The character, plot, and relationships are "burned" foolishly like bridges so the writer can start new and hope the bulked-up page count will become sufficient enough story crafting to carry the work into publication. But it's not. Ever. CPR development and advancement is all about proper, logical setup and progress that should lead to a resolution that makes complete sense and--if not providing a happily-ever-after--at least leaves the reader satisfied. 

Don't replace viable conflict resolution with pouty, petty, silly CPR developments. If you


5) Secondary Characters, Plots, or Relationships Overshadow or Exist to be Cabbageheads for the Main












6) Error! Failure! Factory Reset Imminent! 





7) Basic Information Withheld...Suspiciously












8) It's a Miracle, Lois!













9) Fleshing Out...or Puffing Up?








10) Generic or Obscure Titles




















cover.jpeg
DEAD

LIFELESS FICTION

A Writer's Guide to Deep and Multifaceted Development
and Progression of Characters, Plots, and Relqtionships

3D FICTION FUNDAMENTALS
VOLUME 6

KAREN S. WIESNER

%Wﬂ’ﬁ#@lm Exchange





images/image-1.jpeg
Y%

Shutterstock - 142396783





images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





