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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      We have always treated stories and storytellers with reverence—and that’s as it should be given how important they are to our culture. But if you yourself are trying to become a storyteller, this reverence can make you believe that you can’t tell good stories until someone inducts you into the guild and whispers the storytelling secret in your ear. The truth is—there is no secret. Stories should feel like magic to readers, but writers use craft, not magic, to create them.

      Some lucky writers will discover when they begin that they already have many of the tools they need and are able to invent others for themselves as they gain experience. These authors can’t always articulate how they do what they do. Stephen King’s On Writing is deservedly popular because of the stories he tells in it: the hours spent writing at a cramped desk in a tiny room, the sudden success of Carrie, the hard-won victory over his addictions. He also has many useful things to tell us about process—for instance, his excellent advice to “write with the door closed, rewrite with the door open” and to put your first draft in a drawer for at least six weeks before you start to revise.⁠1 When it comes to specific craft tools, however, King has less to say.

      Many writers who seem to come by their tools naturally have in actuality developed them from years and years of reading. They’ve absorbed the structures and techniques of the novels they’ve read and can instinctually reach for the tools they need. King knows this, advising, “Reading is the creative center of a writer’s life.”⁠2 In Thanks, But This Isn’t For Us, editor Jessica Morrell gives similar advice—quoting this same passage from On Writing, in fact—and recounts a story about a memoir-writing class she once taught in which not a single writer in the room had read twenty memoirs.⁠3 Neither Morrell nor King, however, advise writers on how to read productively, and that’s a gap I want to fill with this book. I do believe, like them, that if you read enough, you will absorb quite a bit without having to work at it. But I also believe that doing the kind of analysis I’m going to demonstrate in this book will get you there faster and more effectively.

      I’ll guide you through ten novels in different genres, analyzing how they work and excavating each author’s tools along the way. At the end of each chapter you’ll find a list of takeaways that will help you apply these tools to your own work. You can find all of the takeaways, grouped by topic, at the end of the book. In the conclusion, you’ll find tips and tools to help you conduct your own novel studies, so you can go out and excavate the tools that are best suited for your story. If you want to learn from King, you should certainly read On Writing, but you should also use the techniques I’ll show you to analyze Carrie and find out exactly how it works. King doesn’t tell you, but the novel will.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t set out to find the ‘best’ or most popular novels to use for my analysis. Instead, I followed my own tastes, choosing books I was excited to study and happy to read multiple times over. I’ve chosen recent books, all published within the last five years, because style is always shifting and I want to bring you the latest, most innovative tools I can find. I picked books by experienced authors rather than debut novels, and I tried to cover a range of styles, genres, and perspectives. I strongly believe that authors can benefit from reading not just within their chosen genre but outside it too, so don’t skip chapters focused on novels that aren’t what you usually read or write. You never know where you will find the tool or technique that will unlock a problem you encounter in your own work.

      You don’t need to have read the novels I discuss in order to benefit from my analysis (although I do encourage you to read them because you’ll learn even more!). In chapters where I discuss the overall structure of the book, I sometimes reveal important plot points. I’ve added spoiler warnings to these chapters in case you want to read the book yourself first. That said, novels offer many pleasures beyond plot suspense, and knowing the plot outline might in fact make you a better reader, able to pick up foreshadowing and other nuances you would have otherwise missed. I can tell you that I read all of these novels at least twice and was just as enthralled the second time through as I was the first.

      Many chapters include charts or diagrams to illustrate the structure of a novel or the components of a scene. These charts are largely subjective rather than objective; a different reader might do the same analysis and come up with a different result. Novels are not math problems, and there is no magic formula for writing a good one. There are as many ways to write a good novel as there are ways to make a good plate of pasta—the possibilities are endless, and writers show us new ones every day. That’s part of the excitement for both writers and readers.
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        * * *

      

      To help you do your own novel study analysis, I’ve provided templates and worksheets, which you can download for free from my website:

      
        
        www.thebluegarret.com/novel-study-downloads

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DUTCH HOUSE, BY ANN PATCHETT
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        I wrote this book, got all the way to the end, read it, hated it, threw it away and started over.

        —Ann Patchett⁠1
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Published in 2019 by Harper

        337 pages, approximately 84,250 words

        The author’s eighth published novel

      

      

      GENRE

      
        
        Literary Fiction

      

      

      AMAZON CATEGORIES

      
        
        Coming of Age Fiction, Family Life Fiction, Literary Fiction

      

      

      AWARDS

      
        
        Finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HOW DO OPENINGS PULL US IN?

          

        

      

    

    
      Having edited hundreds of novels by this point in my career, I can tell you that the opening is the most challenging section for most writers. You have to walk a narrow path between revealing too much information about your characters and not enough. A successful opening draws readers in, gives them an inside peek at some crucial element of the novel, and raises questions interesting enough to make them want to keep reading in order to get the answers.

      Because openings are so important, I’m going to examine the opening of every novel I discuss in this book. You’ll see a range of examples and learn something new from each one. Here are the questions I’ll be asking:

      
        	How does the opening pull us into the world of the novel?

        	What do we know? What’s implied? What’s left as a mystery?

        	What makes us want to keep reading?

      

      As we take these questions to our first book, The Dutch House by Ann Patchett, let’s start with what the cover and title tell us, for they are indeed part of the meaning of the book. The cover of The Dutch House features a painting, complete with gilt frame, of a girl wearing a red dress with belled sleeves. Her gaze is level and direct, her facial expression serious. Her hands are open in her lap, partially cradling one another, as if she is holding a precious but invisible object—an unusual pose. The background, with its patterned wallpaper and vase of fresh flowers at her elbow, implies wealth. Who is the girl? What is her relationship to the Dutch House of the title? And what is the Dutch House, anyway?

      The first paragraph of the novel gives us another clue, but also raises more questions:
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        The first time our father brought Andrea to the Dutch House, Sandy, our housekeeper, came to my sister’s room and told us to come downstairs. “Your father has a friend he wants you to meet,” she said.

      

      

      In addition to having a name, the Dutch House has a housekeeper, confirming the impression of wealth. What do we learn about the cast of characters from these lines? We understand intuitively that we are with an older narrator who is inhabiting a younger self. This narrator knows that the “friend” is named Andrea and this is not the last time she’ll be at the Dutch House. The so-far unnamed narrator is close to their sister, signaled by the immediate use of “our” and by the fact that they are together in this moment when Sandy comes to find them. Sandy tells rather than asks them to come downstairs, implying that these siblings are on the young side and also that Sandy has some measure of authority over them. Notice how much of this information is hinted at rather than told to us outright.

      After this opening paragraph, we continue with the scene Sandy’s dialogue line has activated:
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        “Is it a work friend?” Maeve asked. She was older and so had a more complex understanding of friendship.

        Sandy considered the question. “I’d say not. Where’s your brother?”

        “Window seat,” Maeve said.

        Sandy had to pull the draperies back to find me. “Why do you have to close the drapes?”

        I was reading. “Privacy,” I said, though at eight I had no notion of privacy. I liked the word, and I liked the boxed-in feel the draperies gave when they were closed.

      

      

      Patchett trickles out a few more details in this exchange: Maeve is the older sibling; our narrator is an eight-year-old boy. We still don’t know his name or anything about his appearance—details beginning novelists often feel they must deliver to readers right away. What readers are really interested in is the question Maeve is pursuing for us: Who is Andrea and why is she at their house? Sandy’s considering pause, her use of the anodyne word “friend,” which Southerners of my mother’s generation still use to refer to unmarried romantic partners, only heightens our curiosity. Where is the mother of these two children in the Dutch House? Why does their father want them to meet Andrea? Will Andrea become their stepmother? Maeve, it is hinted, with her “more complex understanding of friendship,” may be alert to this possibility. The purpose of her question is to rule it out. If Andrea is a work friend, then perhaps she is not romantically involved with their father.

      The last paragraph quoted above gives us our most direct view yet of our narrator, and immediately we are allied with him: Like us, he is reading. The “I” in the sentence “I was reading” is the first “I” voiced by the narrator, the first action he relates of himself. Readers may hear echoes of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, which opens with the orphaned Jane tucked away in a curtained window seat of her aunt’s lavish but lonely house, reading a book, before she is violently interrupted by her abusive cousin. The overall message we have received so far is that the Dutch House is not a warm, embracing, nurturing place.

      Patchett quickly gets the children into the drawing room. Their father and Andrea don’t notice them yet, focused instead on two formal portraits hanging on the wall. Our narrator goes on to give us a lengthy description of these portraits of Mr. and Mrs. VanHoebeek, “both dressed in black and [standing] with an erect formality that spoke of another time,” but first we get a single dialogue line:
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        “It must be a comfort, having them with you,” Andrea said to him, not of his children but of his paintings.

      

      

      Notice how much meaning is layered into that single sentence! Andrea believes, or at least says, that the children’s father must be in need of comfort (and we wonder again, why?). And she is oriented to believe that physical objects, not human relationships, bring comfort. Or does the narrator, relating this remembered scene from his childhood, attribute this belief to her? A few paragraphs later, the narrator confesses, “I will always believe that Andrea’s face fell for an instant when she looked at Maeve and me.” The sentence makes us curious to see how this unpromising relationship between Andrea and the children will unfold. At the same time, the phrase “I will always believe” makes us wonder about the narrator’s reliability; it’s the phrasing of someone who has been presented with evidence to the contrary that he doesn’t wish to accept.

      As the scene goes on, the relationships between these characters start to unfold. Finally, on page six, we learn the name of our narrator—Danny—when his father addresses him. The father is, as Patchett primes us to expect, cold and distant, giving Danny attention that is overly critical and ignoring Maeve altogether as far as possible. Woven into the scene, which continues on with a brief discussion about the house and its former acreage, is a great deal of backstory, most of it focused on the Dutch House but also sneakily revealing important details about the family: that Danny’s father bought the house and everything in it, including the paintings, after the VanHoebeeks fell on hard times; that Danny and Maeve’s mother has “left” the family, though we don’t know why; that the father does marry Andrea; that there is long-standing tension between Maeve and Andrea, which some people (but not Danny) believe stems from this very first meeting between the two.

      Patchett often launches this backstory material from a specific setting detail, keeping us tethered to the scene unfolding in the drawing room of the Dutch House. For example, we learn more about the portrait we encountered on the cover of the book. It portrays Maeve at the age of ten and was painted by a famous artist brought in from Chicago:
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        As the story goes, he was supposed to paint our mother, but our mother, who hadn’t been told that the painter was coming to stay in our house for two weeks, refused to sit, and so he painted Maeve instead. When the portrait was finished and framed, my father hung it in the drawing room right across from the VanHoebeeks. Maeve liked to say that was where she learned to stare people down.

      

      

      Here is a clue to the mother’s absence—and more evidence of the father’s domineering attitude toward his family—as well as insight into the character of Maeve, who refuses to be dominated.

      Later in the scene, Andrea gazes at the huge panes of glass surrounding the glass front doors and asks, “Don’t you worry about people looking in?” In response, Patchett, via Danny, offers up a setting description that turns out to be much more than simple description:
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        Not only could you see into the Dutch House, you could see straight through it. . . . From the driveway you could let your eye go up the front steps, across the terrace, through the front doors, across the long marble floor of the foyer, through the observatory, and catch sight of the lilacs waving obliviously in the garden behind the house.

      

      

      We understand, intuitively, that what Patchett is offering in this novel is a chance to see through this house and its inhabitants as she holds them up for scrutiny, like insect specimens pinned against illuminated glass. Readers (like us!) alert to theme statements might highlight the first sentence of that passage. We’ll have to keep reading, however, to learn how this observation relates to the novel as a whole.

      TAKEAWAYS

      
        	Use your first lines to make readers curious (who is Andrea?) rather than establish basic information (the narrator’s name).

        	Don’t reveal too much in your opening paragraphs: Give your readers space and time to make guesses you later confirm.

        	Make setting details do double duty, like evoke a theme of the novel or reveal backstory.

        	Introduce your theme subtly in the opening chapters through symbolic details, character actions, or setting descriptions, allowing readers to gradually recognize the underlying ideas.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS OF A SCENE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Now that we’ve done a close reading of the opening of The Dutch House, let’s anatomize a later scene from the novel in the way a lepidopterist might anatomize a butterfly. When we look at the parts of the scene, what do we find? How can we categorize them? Most importantly, how do these components function in the larger organism of the story?

      One of the risks of this kind of analysis is getting too caught up in the categories themselves, creating classifications so specific that we spend more time defining them than analyzing them. So I’ve stuck to broad categories and tried to give them labels that are as clear as possible. We’ll drill down into the nuances as we explore the scene, but let’s start with some basic definitions:

      
        	Action: a movement or change of state of someone or something in the scene—usually something visual and concrete that you could film

        	Dialogue: words spoken out loud by a character, usually to another character

        	Interiority: the internal thoughts and feelings of the point-of-view character, including internal monologue

        	Setting: the environment of the scene—generally something that can be perceived by sight, sound, or smell

        	Character: physical descriptions, but also information about characters’ personality, psychology, habits, etc.

        	Summary: a compressed recounting of action or dialogue

        	Backstory: summary focused on events or information outside the timeframe of the novel

      

      Other writers (or you yourself!) might come up with different categories or define them differently. You’ll also see when we get into the details that some sentences do double duty or could fall into multiple categories. Remember that we’re not labeling and counting for the sake of creating a rigorous taxonomy or performing data analysis, but rather so we can see what components Patchett is using and how she is using them. I’ll repeat this analysis for other novels, so we’ll get a chance to compare how different writers make use of the same set of components.

      After all of those disclaimers about the numbers, let’s look at a few of them. We’ll be examining chapter five, scene one, which has about 5,100 words. Roughly a third of the scene is composed of action and dialogue—the two primary components of what I call a ‘live scene,’ the sections you could visualize or easily translate into a screenplay. Another third is interiority, what the point-of-view character is thinking or feeling. The final third is setting, character description, backstory, and summary—the muscles, bones, and sinews connecting everything together. See Figure 1 at the end of this chapter for a comparison of the scene composition of The Dutch House, Dial A for Aunties, and The Secret Hours. (You’ll find my analysis of Dial A for Aunties in Chapter 21 and my analysis of The Secret Hours in Chapter 30.)

      The scene is built around two important action sections: Danny’s father showing him the Brooklyn neighborhood where he and Danny’s mother grew up, and then Danny taking his sister Maeve back to the same spot, where they rehash what they know about their mother and her disappearance. But despite most of the action taking place in New York City, the scene both begins and ends at the Dutch House, a clever illustration of the gravitational pull of the house on Danny, who narrates the novel. These beginning and ending pages are largely summary and interiority, with a few snippets of action and dialogue to give them energy. There are a few large chunks of summary and a chunk of backstory in the scene, but Patchett is careful to position these around the more dynamic live action sections. Interiority is the only element that appears on every single page.
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        * * *

      

      Before going deeper with our analysis, let’s start by thinking about the overall purpose of the scene. Why is it here? How are the characters, especially our protagonist Danny, different at the end of the scene? These are questions I encourage authors I work with to ask of every scene in their manuscript, to make sure each one is pulling its weight.

      So what is Patchett trying to accomplish here? By this point in the novel, she’s opened three sets of story questions, focused on three different points in time: How does the family unit in the Dutch House, especially Danny, respond to the introduction of Andrea and her daughters? Why did Danny and Maeve’s mother leave? And how do all of these events shape the adult Danny becomes? Even in the early chapters of the book, we get glimpses of the older Danny in scenes that jump forward in time. By chapter five, we’ve had two of these scenes and we’re about to get another one immediately after the scene I analyze here. (In the next chapter, I’ll be saying a lot more about why and how Patchett uses these time jumps.)

      In the scene we are examining, Patchett zeroes in on the second question: Why did Danny and Maeve’s mother leave? The event itself took place long before the novel opens—so long ago, in fact, that Danny has no memory of it. Other characters around him, of course, do remember it: his father, Maeve, and the servants Sandy and Jocelyn. Patchett could answer the question via dialogue; we could imagine a scene where Sandy sits Danny down at the kitchen table and tells him everything she knows about what happened. But Patchett wants to maximize the mystery and drama surrounding the question—she wants to show it rather than tell it, in other words.

      I think chapter five is her solution: She puts her characters in motion, via the trip from Philadelphia to New York, and she adds a layer of tension by making Danny and his father the two actors in the scene. Danny’s father is allergic to emotion and habitually unwilling to communicate anything personal. The few crumbs of information he drops are gathered up carefully by Danny, who then must go over them with Maeve in order to properly understand them. So in addition to the information we get about the missing mother, we get a much richer understanding of Danny’s relationships with his father and with Maeve, and how these relationships are shaping him. The framing scenes at the Dutch House inject a further layer of tension, showing us the ways in which the relationships between Andrea and Danny’s father, as well as Andrea and Danny himself, are poisoning the already frigid atmosphere of the family home.

      Now it’s time to zoom in and look more closely at a few sections of the scene so we can see these components at work. In the beginning of chapter five, Patchett uses summary mixed with action and dialogue to cover a lot of set-up work in a compressed space. We learn that Maeve has left for college in New York, and Danny is lonely without her, even with a stepmother and two stepsisters now in the house. Maeve invites him to visit over Easter break; to Danny’s surprise, his father decides to drive him there and take him to lunch with Maeve. At this point we get a line of interiority that operates like a gut punch: “It sounded so nostalgic when he said it, the three of us, as if we had once been a unit instead of just a circumstance.” After this line, a bit of action and dialogue flicker to life:
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        Andrea caught wind of the plan and announced at dinner that she would ride along. There were plenty of things she needed in the city. But after she thought about it some more she said the girls should come too, and that after they dropped me off at Maeve’s, my father could take them sightseeing. “The girls still haven’t been to New York, and you’re from there!” Andrea said, as if he’d conspired to keep New York from them. “We’ll take the boat out to see the Statue of Liberty. Wouldn’t that be something?” she asked the girls.

      

      

      We’ve already heard about the formal dining room in the Dutch House, with its ornate ceiling of carved and gilded leaves “more in keeping with Versailles than Eastern Pennsylvania,” so Patchett doesn’t spend any time on setting. We get an action from Andrea (that announcement) followed by a summary of her reasons for wanting to come along, seasoned by a couple of dialogue lines. There is only one snippet of interiority from Danny, his interpretation of Andrea’s line about the girls never having been to New York, but it’s enough to help us see how self-centered Andrea is—and also how narrator Danny’s feelings about her may be coloring his summary of her dialogue. The next two paragraphs operate the same way, before this miniature scene is closed off by another, longer passage of interiority: “It didn’t matter. I was only missing lunch, that ridiculous notion of the three of us. . . . Disappointment comes from expectation, and in those days I had no expectation that Andrea would get anything less than what she wanted.” In roughly six hundred words, Patchett shows us the state of affairs at the Dutch House and sets the stage for the next burst of action.

      That occurs the next morning, when Danny’s father rushes them out of the house, not even giving him time to pack in his hurry to escape Andrea. Patchett stretches the moment out using setting details (the cereal bowl Danny leaves on the table, the wisteria not yet blooming on the trellis along the walk to the garage), action (Danny running to keep up with his father’s long strides), and this dramatic bit of interiority: “all the way to the garage I thought, Escape, escape, escape. We beat the word into the gravel with every step.” Once in the car, Danny’s father surprises him once more by offering to show him around the Brooklyn neighborhood where he grew up. Danny’s surprise at his father’s offer and the reader’s curiosity about what he’ll reveal gives Patchett the room to deliver a big chunk of character study. We get a physical description of Danny’s father for the first time (his height, his rust-colored hair, his weathered skin) as well as some important psychological details, conveyed through a chunk of backstory—Danny recalling the time he’d asked his father whether he planned to vote for Eisenhower or Stevenson for president.
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        My father clicked the point of his knife against his plate and told me I was never to ask a question like that, not of him, not of anyone. . . . “[T]o ask an adult such a question is to violate a man’s right to privacy.” In retrospect, I imagine my father was horrified that I might think there was any chance he’d vote for Stevenson, but I didn’t know that at the time. What I knew was that you had to touch a hot stove only once.

      

      

      Patchett delivers this information right at the moment readers need to understand the finer dynamics of Danny’s relationship with his father in order to interpret the scene that comes next, the tour of Brooklyn. We need to understand why Danny is so hesitant to push or question, why he regards his father as a hot stove—one that burns rather than warms.
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        * * *

      

      Before analyzing one more section of this scene, I want to say a few words about the familiar bit of writing advice to show rather than tell. As Lisa Cron points out in Wired for Story, this “might just be the most woefully misunderstood writing maxim on the books.” She argues that ‘showing’ in this sense is figurative rather than literal. If you want to show rather than tell your readers a character is sad, in her example, the solution isn’t to show the character crying but rather to show us why they are sad.⁠1 That might mean a live scene, with action and dialogue. But I also think that all of the components we’ve been tracking in this chapter—not just action and dialogue—can be used to show rather than tell.

      Danny’s backstory about his father’s vote is a good example. Patchett might have included his private nature in the list of details she gives us just before the voting anecdote (my addition in italics): “He smoked Pall Malls, put milk in his coffee, worked the crossword puzzle before reading the front page. He loved buildings the way boys loved dogs. He valued his privacy.” But the backstory anecdote—essentially Danny telling us something his father told him—serves to show us this important psychological insight instead. At the same time, the details we are merely told are useful too. One of them—his love of buildings—is also something we are shown in different ways throughout the novel. Others simply round out our picture of the character and serve to make him feel more distinct and real. The art comes not from converting every ‘telling’ moment to ‘showing’ but in being deliberate in your mixture.
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        * * *

      

      Let’s now look at the second half of this scene, which takes us from Maeve and Danny’s lunch with their father through their own pilgrimage to Brooklyn. There is more action and dialogue in this half of the scene, but Patchett continues to use other components, especially interiority, at strategic moments. There’s a chunk of summary in which they say goodbye to their father and go down into the subway. Maeve plans to take Danny to the Metropolitan Museum, but Danny has been waiting to tell Maeve about his morning and it all spills out:
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        Maeve stopped and gave me a hard look just before we got to the turnstile. She might have thought I was going to throw up, which wouldn’t have been a bad guess. “Did you eat too much?”

        I shook my head. “We went to Brooklyn.” There must have been some better way to tell her this but the morning was more than I knew how to shape into words.

      

      

      This is a good example of creative showing. Patchett doesn’t tell us that Danny feels overwhelmed; instead she shows it through his lack of words and by whatever physical signs make Maeve think he doesn’t feel well. As so often with Patchett’s writing, the sequence does double duty in showing us how well Maeve knows Danny, how motherly her relationship is to him, and how much attention she’s paying to him in this moment.

      As the scene continues, Patchett uses a mix of components to show us a rounded picture of a highly charged moment, one that could easily fall flat in less-skilled hands:
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        There was a black metal gate in front of us, and on the other side of the gate was the platform for the train. The train came up and the doors opened and the people got off and got on but Maeve and I just stood there. Other people rushed past, trying to get through the turnstile in time. “We left too early. I think he and Andrea must have had a fight because she was going to come with us, Andrea and the girls, and then Dad came down alone and he was in a huge hurry to leave.” I had started to cry when there was nothing to cry about. I was long past the age anyway. Maeve took me to a wooden bench and we sat there together and she fished a Kleenex out of her purse and handed it to me. She had her hand on my knee.

      

      

      Remember Cron’s advice to tell us why a character is crying rather than just show him cry? Here Patchett dramatizes Danny’s precise predicament. Not only does he not fully understand why he’s crying, he also believes it is wrong for him to be doing so at all. Our narrator here is a much older Danny, looking back on his younger self. Twelve-year-old Danny knows that his mother’s choice to leave the family is “the central question of his life,” but he’s also just heard his father tell him, standing outside the building where she grew up, that “Everybody’s got a burden in life and this is yours. She’s gone. You have to live with that.” Danny knows the loss of his mother has wounded him deeply, but he’s being told to just get over it, without being given any tools for doing so—this tension explains a lot of adult Danny’s choices, as we’ll see in Chapter 3.

      After another paragraph of interiority in which Danny again downplays his pain (which boils down to the possibility or even probability that his mother is dead, just like all of her relatives), Patchett restarts the action: “Maeve was very close. She’d eaten a peppermint from a bowl by the door in the restaurant. We both had. Her eyes weren’t blue like mine. They were much darker, almost navy. ‘Could you find the street again?’” Here the details take us very deep into Danny’s point of view, helping us feel how physically close he is to Maeve. Patchett begins the paragraph by telling us they are close, giving us an interpretive slot for the details she then shows us. Maeve’s dialogue line launches them on their journey back to Brooklyn, where Patchett uses summary to cover the literal ground Danny walked with his father.

      The conversation they have in a coffee shop after the tour is an important one because it shows that there are some differences between them—in what they feel both about their mother and about the Dutch House—and these differences will continue to resonate throughout the book. Danny, for example, understands why his father told Maeve to think of her mother as dead: He wanted to stop Maeve from leaving for India to try to find her. Danny also realizes he’s allied with his father in believing there to be “no better house” than the Dutch House, which, he is now learning from Maeve, also puts him at odds with his mother, who hated it. It’s the only reason Maeve has to propose for why their mother left. Danny tries, in twelve-year-old style, to make the contradiction vanish:
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      TAKEAWAYS

      
        	Use the mix of components (action, dialogue, interiority, etc.) best for your specific scenes—there is no ideal mixture that works for every scene.

        	Make sure your scene has a purpose and that at least one character is changed in some way by the end of the scene.

        	Compress less important details of a scene using summary.

        	Stretch out the most important moments of your scene, using setting details and interiority, in addition to action and dialogue.

        	Position long sections of summary, character description, or backstory immediately before or after more dynamic action sections to vary the pacing of the scene.

        	Show the why: Rather than telling the reader how a character feels, show us why they feel this way.
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