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Surviving stressful situations often causes us to wish to blank those events from our memories. The physical and emotional tolls far outweigh any perceived benefits. We trudge through, avoiding the “slings and arrows”​[1] cast our way, then shake off the dust on our feet​[2], turn our coats around after a strong shake, and set our faces toward a new day’s sun and a new venture’s hope.

The shadows of that stress loom far into our futures. Only with time’s passage do we acknowledge lessons learned, benefits reaped, and opportunities received.

In many respects, the entire Discovering set represents the lessons, benefits, and opportunities resulting from my own three-plus decades of stressful situations. Only with time’s passage have the looming shadows become distant and non-threatening. Strange though it may be, in these seasons of Thanksgiving and Advent as I pen this guidebook, I thank those stressful years for resulting in unexpected opportunities.
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What do writers want from plot?

What do writers need from plot?

Are those questions the same? Not really.

As wordsmiths, we writers know that want and need are two different words. The want is a circumstance that we can control. The need is a circumstance of obligations from outer elements.

	“Outer elements” sounds like alien intervention. Hopefully, we don’t compare our readers to extra-terrestrial aliens (“ET go home”).


Need is reader-based. Readers have certain demands of story. Those demands are dependent on genre, which is simply a category of literature.

Plot depends on reader expectations of genre. Rote application of these genre elements, however, will disappoint readers. We writers need to craft enough surprises with the expected genre elements to keep readers reading.

Did I just cause confusion?

A] We have wants and needs with plot.

	Writers want plot specifics to help us craft story and exceed reader expectations.

	Readers have expectations of story. While they may want the comfort of the genre elements (the tropes), the readers also wish to have their interest and curiosity piqued.


B] Can we writers deliver on the expectations and the surprises in order to please our readers?

	That’s the involved question that Discovering Your Plot hopes to answer.


Whether plotter, pantster, puzzler, or somewhere sliding around all of these, we can be easily tripped up by plot. The progression—beginning, middle, end—seems so simple. We just launch from our personal starting point, use workable methods to achieve our goals, and manage a coherent storyline.

Or do we? Is that plot coherent? It may be a rousingly good story, but did it achieve its end? The transformation of the protagonist? The reader’s epiphany? Did the middle sag? Did the opening not intrigue? Were threads hanging? Did the plot seem like a tangled knot of scenes? We may laugh, cry, cringe in horror, shrink in terror, rail in anger—but did everything fit? Weeks later, with our immediate emotional reaction faded before our second read, did the story make sense?

The common definition of plot is merely “a series of events that make up a story.” Maybe our question should be “What makes a story?”
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What is story?
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The Oxford American Dictionary defines story as “an account of imaginary or real people and events told for entertainment.” That’s not quite right.

Merriam-Webster’s offering of “an account of incidents or events” is inadequate.

Story implies beginning / middle / end, the interplay of characters and events. Entertainment is not the only purpose.

Dictionary.com gives this definition: “a narrative (which means beginning / middle / end) either true or fictitious (yes!), in prose or verse (Thank you! Most writers don’t think of poetry as telling stories.) designed to interest, amuse, or instruct the hearer or reader; a tale.” Thank you, Dictionary.com. We have all elements including reader expectations.

The plot is the beginning / middle / end narrative designed to interest, amuse, or instruct.

The three-part last element of plot harks back to reader expectations thousands of years old. Aristotle called it catharsis. The Latin Horace more accurately defined it is dulce et utile, sweetness and usefulness, purposeful entertainment.

Whatever story that we write, we should see connections to our lives, either through the character relationships or the situational events. We don’t want sermons; we do want insights (of which the best are hidden).

Interest is the first element. Without it, no one reaches the other two: amuse and instruct. Interest is the reason readers pick up our writing, read it from first to last page, then return for more of our writing.

The opening interest is genre expectations.

The beginning / middle / end is plot coherence with great writing and unexpected surprises.

Readers return to our other writing when they enjoy a satisfactory end to story and their approval lingers after the emotions fade. We want our readers to enjoy and learn from our characters and our plot.

So, these are the focus areas of Discovering Your Plot ~ genre expectations, plot basics, the traditional structures and the few variations, and the best structure to deliver consistent surprises.
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What is Discovering Your Plot?
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This guidebook discusses the necessities of understanding genre expectations so we writers can anticipate what readers look for.

	It is NOT a list of tropes by genre or even a list of tropes that every novel should have.


It explores the most common plot structures.

	It is NOT a list of characters every plot or story needs. It is not a list of the “17 characters your novel needs” or the “characters used by J.K. Rowling and Stephanie Meyer and Suzanne Collins”, as listed on social media sites.


It is a detailed examination of the major movements of a novel.

	It is NOT a word-based or page-based formula of the writing structure for a novel.


While the word counts for story lengths are given, I will not prescribe a word count or a page count for the major sections of a story of any length. A proven pattern of events with an organic development is the only prescription needed. Blocked-in page/word counts for story sections cripple our creativity.

	When we create a projected word/page count for the work’s length, we remember that the projection is not a mandate, only a guide.
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What are the Major Sections of Story?
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The Beginning introduces situation, primary characters, conflict, themes, and setting. Story launches. Reader interest is captured.

The Middle offers complications and twists. The easier solutions of conflict resolution are offered and destroyed. New obstacles appear. Betrayals occur. Surprises keep readers engaged.

The End works toward more than conflict resolution. Epiphanies by the primary characters are unveiled. Irony in conflict and relationships and themes keep readers turning page after page until the very end.


	Based on our projected word count, divide that total word count into thirds. We can fudge this division, yet we are basically setting the three major sections ~ beginning / middle / end.


That’s the basics.

Are we ready to begin the complex work of plot?
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Genre Expectations ~ B
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Genre is defined as a category of literature.

Walk into a bookstore or browse an online distributor. Very quickly we encounter the broad categories that help sort all of the books in manageable groups.

On one side is nonfiction: cookbooks, self-help finance vs. self-help psychology. Fiction crowds the other side: literary/contemporary, local interest, mysteries, fantasy and science fiction side by side with horror, and a small bank of shelves devoted to westerns.

The big box booksellers have larger areas but the same format. The local super grocery has a whole aisle—same format, all crammed in with print magazines.

When my former town lost its last local book retailer in the mall, the major drug store had a few offerings of books, slowly whittled down over the seasons to only best-selling authors. Gradually, the town acquired a couple of used bookstores, but my buying went online, depending first on a catalog put out by an aggregate distributor and then to an online book distributor.

The drugstore and grocery shelving for books is vanishing; the big retailers are vanishing. The small independent bookstores are returning—and still classify books by genre.

Genre classification helps readers find books. It’s the first selling point.

The second most important selling point for books is the cover followed by the market copy on the back or beneath the book’s cover (called a blurb).

The fourth selling point? Length.

The size of the book is a definite part of reader expectations. It’s not just trade size over mass market paperback, which doesn’t even come into consideration with e-books.

The size that does matter and the size that determines the thickness of the print books is the word count.
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The Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA) created a general story length based on word counts. The word counts hold true across the genres.

Novel

MOST TRADITIONAL PUBLISHERS want novels with word counts between 50,000 and 110,000. Huge range, isn’t it? Even with these numbers as approximates.

	C.S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe is only around 35,000 words.

	F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is over 47,000 words.

	The children’s book that also appeals to adults The Wind in the Willows is close to 60,000 words.

	J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye is less than 75,000 words.

	The first Harry Potter was over 75,000 words.

	Jane Austen’s Persuasion (my favorite Austen) is nearly 88,000 words while Sense and Sensibility is over 30,000 words longer.

	Amy Tan’s Joyluck Club reaches 91,000 words.

	The Hunger Games was close to 100,000 words.

	Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer doesn’t reach 70,000 words while Huckleberry Finn tops 109,000.

	Stephen King’s Salem’s Lot reached 150,000 words.

	J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit is about 95,000 words while the first book in his epic The Fellowship of the Rings is 188,000 words and more. The entire Lord of the Rings trilogy is 481,000.

	Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea doesn’t achieve 30,000 words.


As you can see, novel length is all over the place.

Certain genres have expectations as to length.

Science fiction and fantasy can average 90,000 to 120,000 words, with the individual books in epic series running at 200,000 words.

Both historical fiction and mainstream romance may average 70,000 to 100,000 words. Subgenre romance may average 40,000 to 100,000 words, a huge swing in novel length.

Books in the mystery genre (thrillers, suspense, crime, etc.) usually come in between 70,000 to 90,000 words.

Standard nonfiction runs about 70,000 to 80,000, with biography averaging much higher (some works running close to 200,000 words) and How-To and Self-Help books (like this one) running from 30,000 to 50,000 words.

This Discovering set of guidebooks—even with my attempt to keep all of the books at 30,000 words—mimics this wide range.

	The first book, Discovering Your Novel, reaches 48,500 words.

	Discovering Characters is 44,000 words.

	This Discovering Your Plot currently runs at 33,000 words.

	Discovering Your Author Brand barely achieved 20,000 words.

	Discovering Sentence Craft is 37,000, a length which I totally didn’t anticipate.


Novella

SFWA CLASSES THE NOVELLA with a word count of 17,500 to 40,000 words. Another source says 30,000 to 50,000 words.

Jack London’s Call of the Wild is classified as a novel. The word count is 27,976. Its reading grade level is 9.6. Most books are written at a sixth grade reading level. Short as it is, Call of the Wild’s density of higher-level vocabulary and longer sentence lengths create a difficult engagement.

Novelette and Short Fiction

SFWA CLASSES A SHORT novel between 7,500 to 17,500 words. Short stories are less than 7,500. The Write Life classes a short story as anything between 1,500 words to 30,000 words.

The Short Fiction Mystery Society classes a novelette as 8,000 to 17,500 words and a short story as 4,000 to 8,000 words.

Daphne du Maurier’s classic short story “The Birds” (she also wrote Rebecca) is more than 20,000 words.

Projecting Length

TO ESTIMATE A PAGE count in order to achieve a word count, the first determination is the average number of words on a page. Most manuscript pages in a normal font with one-inch margins (top, bottom, left, right) will average 280 words per page.

Typing seven complete pages will give a good average. Then simply divide the word count appropriate for a particular genre by that average words per page (wpp).

50,000 ÷ 280 = 178.57 pages, or 179 pages

	1st Harry Potter 75,000 ÷ 280 = 268 pages

	Hunger Games 100,000 ÷ 280 = 357

	Old Man and the Sea 30,000 ÷ 280 = 107

	The Hobbit 95,000 ÷ 280 = 339


The wpp for e-books does not match manuscript wpp. Estimates online run from 192 to 250 wpp. The average that I’ve worked out (the e-book vs. a paperback on my shelf) is 215 wpp. From the wpp and the pages per book listed by the online distributors, we can calculate manuscript length.

wpp x e-book page count = MS length

We can also calculate average chapter length and numbers of chapters. Epic fantasies and historical fiction often have longer chapters than other genres. Determine a good average page length for chapters by best-selling writers in a chosen genre, then work out the calculation.

When we want a particular number of chapters and known a specific word count, we can calculate chapter length.

	A chapter of 15 pages x 280 words = 4,200 words per chapter.

	22 chapters at that length is 92,400 words.

	A chapter of 8 pages x 280 = 2,240 x 20 chapters = 44,800.


For my work habit, these calculations create a low estimate. In the midst of writing, inserting scenes into the manuscript will throw off the calculations. The numbers do help for basic planning as we launch into story.

	Short story of 5,000 ÷ 280 wpp = 18 pages.

	Scenes in that short story may run three to four pages in length = 980 words, or five separate scenes to develop.


All of these calculations as to length are not a prescription. No manuscript length is dictated, merely estimated—just as no length of story section is declared. Serendipitous creativity is always allowed, which is the reason my projected length of 63,000 words for The Hazard of Secrets turned into 110,000 words and a much deeper and twistier story than I had originally planned.
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