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INTRODUCTION

What’s the biggest mistake writers make? This is the question I’ve been asked most frequently over the years. The answer is easy: they don’t know what a story is. So even though they have a great idea, their prose is gorgeous, and there’s a lot of action, there’s no real story, and so no driving sense of urgency, which translates to: no readers.

The result? Countless writers end up heartbroken because no matter how hard they work, how many writing workshops they take, how many degrees they earn, they still can’t get an agent, can’t get a book deal, and if they decide to self-publish (in order to show those talent-blind publishing bigwigs a thing or two), they can’t get anyone other than their friends and family to buy their book. The statistics can be scary. In 2012, the New York Times reported that most self-published books sell fewer than 150 copies; surveys reveal that agents reject over 96 percent of the submissions they receive (personally, I’d put the number even higher). So it’s no surprise that writers end up disappointed, sad, and sometimes even a tad bitter. Worse, they’re convinced that their failure proves one thing only: they have no talent.

That’s when that internal voice we all have, the one that pretends to have our best interest at heart, moves in for the kill. Whatever made me think I could be a writer? I should give it up immediately and express my creativity some other way. Like—I don’t know—interpretive dance. Don’t! Not only because chances are you do have the talent, but seriously, the world has way too many interpretive dancers as it is.

Here’s the truth: not understanding how story really works is not your fault. It’s on a par with not knowing exactly how your body absorbs the nutrients in the food you eat. You know that it does, and if you took high school biology, you probably remember that it has something to do with cells and membranes and amino acids, but the how of it is invisible (thank heaven). The same is true of the effect that story—all stories—have on you, and even more surprising, why they have that effect.

This book is designed to help you crack the story code, and make what was invisible, visible—not to mention eminently doable. It will turn you into a Story Genius. It will show you, step by step, how to craft a blueprint for your story that will set you up for success from the get-go. It will also drastically cut down on rewriting time—and it’s the only thing that will. You’ll not only hook readers from the very first sentence, but your novel—or screenplay, play, or short story—will be deeper, richer, and more compelling than anything you’ve written before. How can I be sure? Because we’re not talking about some new flavor-of-the-month writing system conjured out of thin air. We’re talking brain science.

Humans are wired for story. We hunt for and respond to certain specific things in every story we hear, watch, or read—and they’re the exact same specific things, regardless of the genre. Why is this so? Because story is the language of the brain. We think in story. The brain evolved to use story as its go-to “decoder ring” for reality, and so we’re really expert at probing stories for specific meaning and specific info—and I mean all of us, beginning at birth. Even a kindergartner recognizes an effective story, because it’s built into the architecture of the brain. Story is how we make sense of the world around us; it’s a system that predates written language by eons. Heck, before spoken language, we grunted and signed in story. I’d wager that early in the morning, the cranky among us still do.

Because our response to story is hardwired, it’s not something we have to learn or even think about, which is why we are often unaware of the power story has over us. When a story grabs you, you’re in its sway, no questions asked. You may have heard the oft-expressed sentiment that getting lost in a good story demands a “willing suspension of disbelief.” In fact, this couldn’t be less true, because it implies we have a choice as to whether we fall under the spell of a captivating story. We don’t have a choice. The power story has over us is biological. But while responding to story is hardwired, creating a story is not. As the great Southern writer Flannery O’Connor once noted, “Most people know what a story is until they sit down to write one.”1 But here’s the part she missed: before we can learn to write a story, we have to know what a story actually is. That is, we have to know what’s really hooking and holding readers.

The problem is that most writers mistake story for the things we can see on the page: the stunning prose, the authoritative voice, the intense and exciting plot, the clever structure. It’s a very natural mistake, and a crippling one. Because while no one could deny that all those things are important, they lack the crucial element that gives a story meaning and brings it to life.

What drives a story forward is, at first blush, invisible. It’s not talent. It’s not voice. It’s not the plot. Think electricity. The same way even the most powerful lamp is useless unless it’s plugged in, a story can’t engage readers without the electricity that illuminates the plot, the voice, and the talent, bringing them to life.

The question is: what, specifically, generates that juice?

The answer is: it flows directly from how the protagonist is making sense of what’s happening, how she struggles with, evaluates, and weighs what matters most to her, and then makes hard decisions, moving the action forward. This is not a general struggle, but one based on the protagonist’s impossible goal: to achieve her desire and remain true to the fear that’s keeping her from it. As we’ll explore in detail, story is not about the plot, or what happens. Story is about how the things that happen in the plot affect the protagonist, and how he or she changes internally as a result.

Think of the protagonist’s internal struggle as the novel’s live wire. It’s exactly like the third rail on a subway train—the electrified rail that supplies the juice that drives the cars forward. Without it, that train, no matter how well constructed, just sits there, idling in neutral, annoying everyone, especially at rush hour. Ultimately, all stories are character driven—yes, all stories, including 50 Shades of Grey, A Is for Alibi, Die Hard, War and Peace, The Goldfinch, and The Little Engine That Could.

In a novel, everything—action, plot, even the “sensory details”—must touch the story’s third rail in order to have meaning and emotional impact. Anything that doesn’t impact the protagonist’s internal struggle, regardless of how beautifully written or “objectively” dramatic it is, will stop the story cold, breaking the spell that captivated readers, and unceremoniously catapulting them back into their own lives.

The reason that the vast majority of manuscripts are rejected—either by publishers or by readers—is because they do not have a third rail. This is where writers inadvertently fail. This is the biggest mistake they make. And so they write and rewrite and polish an impressive stack of pages in which a bunch of things happen, but none of it really matters because that’s all it is—a bunch of external things that the reader has no particular reason to care about.

Story is about an internal struggle, not an external one. It’s about what the protagonist has to learn, to overcome, to deal with internally in order to solve the problem that the external plot poses. That means that the internal problem predates the events in the plot, often by decades. So if you don’t know, specifically, what your protagonist wants, what internal misbelief is standing in his way—and most important, why—how on earth can you construct a plot that will force him to deal with it? The answer is simple: you can’t.

This is why you have to know everything there is to know about the protagonist’s specific internal problem before you create the plot, and why this knowledge will then, with astonishing speed, begin to generate the plot itself. Story first, plot second, so that your novel has the juice to instantly captivate your readers, biologically hooking them before they know what hit ’em.

That’s the power Story Genius will give you. It will take you, step by step, from the first glimmer of an idea, to an evolving, multilayered cause-and-effect blueprint that transforms into a first draft with the authority, richness, and command of a fully realized sixth or seventh draft.

You’ll notice I use the word “blueprint” throughout this book rather than “outline.” That’s because in writing parlance the term outline typically refers to a scene-by-scene summary of the external plot—the surface of the novel. That is not what this book is about. We’re going beneath the surface to where the real story lies—the story that the reader’s brain is wired to find irresistible. The blueprint we’re talking about in Story Genius is not a general outline of the things that happen in the plot; it’s a fully realized synthesis of the internal and external layers of your story from beginning to end. You will begin to write your novel as you blueprint—in fact, much of what is in your blueprint will be in your novel. Nothing in this process goes to waste. None of it is “prewriting.” The result? A riveting novel that will change how your readers see the world.
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STORY: THE BRAIN’S DECODER RING


There have been great societies that did not use the wheel, but there have been no societies that did not tell stories.

—URSULA K. LEGUIN



Pop quiz: It’s been a long day and you’re looking for a way to kick back and relax. Which of the following choices are biologically guaranteed to mute all those nagging real-world worries and make you feel pretty darn great by temporarily changing your body chemistry?


1. A nice glass of Pinot Noir

2. A box of chocolates

3. A novel



The answer is all three. But a novel is by far the most potent drug, the longest lasting, and the only one that won’t leave you with any regrets in the morning. Well, except maybe one.

Imagine this: You’re finally ready to tumble into bed, glad to be turning in early because you have a big meeting in the morning and have to be up at the crack of dawn. You reach for the novel on your nightstand. You figure you’ll read a chapter—you know, to relax—and then, lights out. But when you get to the end of the chapter, you’re thinking, “Wait, what will Priscilla do when she finds the note Kendrick left for Bridgette? She’s sure to misread it and….” So you decide to read one more page, just to find out. And one page turns into three, which turns into ten. Suddenly you’re not tired. In fact the entire concept of “tired” has ceased to make sense. The real world has vanished, and you’re in a nice comfy bubble floating somewhere in space. It’s as if someone pressed the pause button on your own life, allowing you to live and breathe in an alternate reality. Priscilla’s reality. The pages keep flying by, until you notice that there’s an annoyingly bright light coming in beneath the blinds. Has someone parked a Mack truck outside your window? Then it hits you in a wave of panic: it’s dawn. You’ve stayed up reading all night. It’s about then that you remember with stunning clarity exactly what tired means.

It happens to all of us. But why? You knew you had to get up early, and that a lack of sleep tends to leave you cognitively depleted and, if you’re anything like me, kind of grouchy. So why on earth did you keep on reading? Before you beat yourself up for not having the internal fortitude to stick to the plan and put the damn book down after a page or two, consider this: an effective story is, literally, an offer your brain can’t refuse. You didn’t decide to keep reading—it was a biological reaction. Nature made you do it. Of course, I wouldn’t recommend that line of explanation to your boss, should she catch you dozing off during the meeting or, worse, bursting into tears when someone mentions that your socks don’t match. Since we don’t understand the power story has over us, let’s face it, she’d think you were nuts.

That’s the scary thing about story. We’re bewitched and affected by stories every minute of every day whether we know it or not. But like your well-meaning boss, most of us are completely unaware of the hardwired power story has on us. For writers, though, this is where the keys to the kingdom lie. Understanding why stories are so influential, and exactly what it is that gives them the ability to transfix and then transform readers’ lives, will allow you to wield that power in your novel.

That’s why before you can develop an effective blueprint (or if you’ve already started your novel, before you write another word), you need to know what your brain is really responding to when it filters out the real world in order to dive headfirst into the world on the page. To that end, in this chapter we’ll look at the hardwired purpose of story; examine how story and the brain evolved in tandem; discuss what gives story its unparalleled power over us; and explore what a story actually is, based on what the brain is wired to crave, hunt for, and respond to in every story we hear.

The Hardwired Purpose of Story

Why do normally responsible adults like you and me check out of reality so completely when we’re under the spell of a compelling story? That’s something evolutionary biologists have been wondering about for a long time, and with good reason, because staying up all night to finish reading that novel was definitely counterproductive. But hey, at least you survived to see the dawn. Back in the Stone Age, making it through the night was a much dicier proposition, and putting reality on hold for even a moment left you vulnerable to all sorts of pouncing predators, human or otherwise. In other words, getting lost in a story could be deadly, which is why scientists figured there had to be a damn good reason for it, or else natural selection would have weeded out those of us prone to getting lost in a story faster than you can say, “Just one more chapter, I promise!”

There is a damn good reason. Story was the world’s first virtual reality. It allowed us to step out of the present and envision the future, so we could plan for the thing that has always scared us more than anything: the unknown, the unexpected. What better way to figure out how to outsmart those potential pouncing predators before they sneak up behind you?

Sure, being in the “now” is a good idea sometimes, but if you were always in the now you wouldn’t even know there was a tomorrow, let alone be able to speculate on the dangers and delights that might be lurking there. Stories let us vicariously try out difficult situations we haven’t yet experienced to see what it would really feel like, and what we’d need to learn in order to survive. So it’s no surprise that there’s never been a society on earth that didn’t have storytelling. It’s a human universal, which probably should have clued us into the fact that there might be a wee bit more to it than just a great way to spend a rainy Saturday afternoon or a long night before a big meeting.

How Story Hacks the Reader’s Brain

But if story has so much power, if it’s so critical to our well-being, why do we tend to brush it off as mere entertainment? Why do we think that losing ourselves in a good story is something that’s optional—a treat we give ourselves at the end of a long day of actual work, when we want to leave the trials and tribulations of the real world behind and plunge into the refreshing world of “make believe”? Why, indeed, does no less an authority than the Oxford English Dictionary define story as “An account of imaginary or real people and events told for entertainment”?

The answer is simple. We’ve mistaken the feeling story gives us—that deliciously seductive pleasure—for its purpose. And as with any seduction, once we’re under its spell, only one thing matters: this fabulous, enthralling moment, right now. Did you ever consider the consequences of falling sway to a particular story’s magic? Hell, the fact that there might even be a consequence is completely off our radar. We all know that once the story ends, it’s over, and we’re back in real life, the exact same person we were before we started reading. I mean, it’s not like stories affect us in any kind of quantifiable way, right? Wrong!

Stories feel good for the same reason food tastes good and sex feels good: because without them we couldn’t survive. Food nourishes us, sex begets us, stories educate us. It’s just that with food and sex, the consequences tend to become apparent pretty darn quickly, so we’re well aware of their possible after-effects from the get-go—knowledge that still, I might point out, tends to go missing in the face of a nice big ice cream sundae or a longed-for come-hither glance.

Since we don’t see the same kind of clear-cut potential consequence that reading a story has on our lives, it’s easy to imagine there isn’t one. But story’s effect on us is just as profound, as life-altering, and as biologically driven. It turns out that great feeling you get when you’re lost in a good story, the feeling that can keep you up all night reading, is not ephemeral, it’s not arbitrary, it’s not pleasure for pleasure’s sake, it’s not even the point. It’s actually the biological lure, the hook that paralyzes you, making the real world vanish so you can experience the world of the story. That feeling is what compels us to drop everything and pay attention.

What actually causes that great feeling is a surge of the neurotransmitter dopamine. It’s a chemical reaction triggered by the intense curiosity that an effective story always instantly generates. It’s your brain’s way of rewarding you for following your curiosity to find out how the story ends, because you just might learn something that you need to know.

When we’re under the spell of a compelling story, we undergo internal changes along with the protagonist, and her insights become part of the way we, too, see the world. Stories instill meaning directly into our belief system the same way experience does—not by telling us what is right, but by allowing us to feel it ourselves. Because just like life, story is emotion based. As Harvard psychology professor Daniel Gilbert said, “Indeed, feelings don’t just matter, they are what mattering means.”1 In life, if we can’t feel emotion, we can’t make a single rational decision—it’s biology. In a story, if we’re not feeling, we’re not reading. It is emotion, rather than logic, that telegraphs meaning, thus emotion is what your novel must be wired to transmit, straight from the protagonist to us.

We’re wired to crave, hunt for, and latch onto what the protagonist feels, so that we can experience his struggles as if they were our own. When we’re lost in a novel, the protagonist’s internal struggle becomes ours, as do his hard-won truths. This is not a metaphor, but a fact. According to Jonathan Gottschall, author of The Storytelling Animal, functional MRI (fMRI) studies reveal that when we’re reading a story, our brain activity isn’t that of an observer, but of a participant.

Don’t believe it? Go watch a horror movie at your local theater (soon, or there might not be any theaters left to go to). Now, when the monster is slashing at some poor, helpless victim who’s trying desperately to get away, turn around and look behind you. As Gottschall says, chances are you’ll see “the audience squirming in their seats. They pull in their elbows and scrunch up their knees, balling up to protect their vital organs.” It’s hard to watch their reaction without laughing. Clearly these are smart people who’ve seen a movie before. Why on earth would they think that they have to protect themselves from what’s happening on the screen? The answer is, they’re not thinking at all. They’re experiencing it as if it were happening to them. For as Gottschall goes on to point out, “Their brains are instructing their bodies to do all the things they’d do if they were actually under mortal attack.”2

That’s the hardwired power that story has over us. It’s pretty impressive, isn’t it? Our brain registers an effective story the same way it registers the things that actually do happen to us out here in the good old analog world. This is what allows us to instantly channel the info we’re always on the hunt for. To wit: we come to every story we hear—not just novels, which, evolutionarily speaking, arrived on the scene about five seconds ago—hardwired to ask one question in what’s known as our cognitive unconscious: What am I going to learn here that will help me not only survive, but prosper?

We’re not just talking about survival in the physical world but in the social world as well. Because contrary to popular belief, our need to belong to a group is just as biologically driven as is our need for food, air, and water. Once we’d learned to navigate the physical world, nature realized that if we were going to thrive, we needed to learn to work together. And so the ability to do just that was woven into our neural wiring about two hundred thousand years ago, when our brain had its last big growth spurt. We’ve long assumed that our big brains evolved to enable abstract reasoning, but science is now discovering that growth wasn’t simply to make room for analytic ability. It was to expand our social cognitive skills, thus enabling us to do that thing we’ve all been encouraged to do since kindergarten: work well with others.

After all, even the most brilliant among us—that select few who come up with ingenious inventions that change everything—can’t do it all by themselves. Can you imagine Steve Jobs, alone in that garage of his, assembling every Apple product ever made? That is, having first manufactured the parts all by himself, gotten the word out by himself, and then, once he’d amassed a slew of orders, hopping into a truck and delivering them by himself, after, of course, he built the road. And the truck. The point is, even the sharpest knives in the drawer can’t cut it alone. We’re all people who need people. Which means that in order to have a shot at prospering, we need to understand other people.

And so story’s purpose evolved from simply decoding the mysteries of the physical world to deciphering the far more intricate social world—a far trickier task. After all, we can see the physical world, and learning things like “no matter how friendly the lion looks, don’t pet it” is pretty straightforward. But when it comes to survival in the social world, the terrain is largely invisible. Sure, we can see what people do, but knowing why they’re doing it—which is what matters most—is elusive, for the obvious reason that the answer is tucked into the one place that not even the NSA (or Mark Zuckerberg’s minions) have yet found a way to tap: what someone else is actually thinking. What do they believe and why do they believe it? That’s what we’re dying to know, and what we’re wired to respond to in every story we hear, especially novels. Novelists are revered (and at times feared) because they have been able to go deeper than scientists, shedding light on the inner reaches of someone else’s mind, giving us insight into what makes people tick.

Understanding the motivation behind what someone does is what gives it meaning. Otherwise, when we give our faraway beloved a call, and with a heavy sigh he says, “I was happier before you rang,” we might panic, thinking he’s lost interest, when what he actually means is, “Hearing your voice made me miss you, and that makes me sad I’m not with you.” In other words, the “why” is often very, very different from what it appears to be on the surface, and without some way to intuit what’s really going on, how do we know whether to reactivate our membership on Match.com or to rejoice? We want to know the same thing that Nick, the dodgy husband in Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl, pensively wonders of his rather enigmatic wife on the novel’s first page: “What are you thinking, Amy?” But how do we figure that out, short of going to a psychic? Do we do it, as Nick then contemplates, by “unspooling her brain and sifting through it, trying to catch and pin down her thoughts”? God, I hope not. Luckily (for our beloved) we have an even better alternative: we can sharpen our mind-reading skills by devouring a ton of novels. The purpose of story—of every story—is to help us interpret, and anticipate, the actions of ourselves and of others. And you have to admit, it’s a far less messy alternative than all that unspooling.

The takeaway is: We don’t turn to story to escape reality. We turn to story to navigate reality.

And if there’s one thing that the reader’s brain is not hardwired to be curious about, it’s this: I wonder what scrumptious metaphor the writer is going to use next. What breathtaking turn of phrase will she come up with now? It turns out the brain is far less picky about lyrical language than we’ve been led to believe. We don’t come for beautiful language, poetic writing, or even dramatic plot points. We come for something much deeper, much more meaningful: inside info on how to survive in this glorious, cruel, beautiful world, and in style no less. It’s this inside info that we’re wired to respond to, and it’s this that any writer who wants to capture a reader’s attention must master. But to do that, the first question we need to answer is: okay, what is a story?

What a Story Really Is

First, ditch the Oxford English’s definition of story as something created for entertainment. It could not be more wrong. It’s like saying the sole purpose of food is to be delicious. What’s more, like most general definitions, it’s also utterly vague. Their definition basically boils down to this: a story is whatever someone finds entertaining—which could be, well, anything. Not very helpful for writers, is it? But there is one thing those British scholars got right: stories must indeed entertain, just like food has to taste good, otherwise no matter how nutritious it is, it gets shoved to the back of the fridge, next to the container of moldering kale. If novels didn’t entertain us, we wouldn’t pay attention to them, and they’d molder unread on the shelf.

What, then, is entertaining about stories? What is it that hooks us when we read, if not the beautiful language or the dramatic events? If curiosity is the key, if that’s what gets the dopamine flowing, what is it that we’re curious about? What is a story?

In a nutshell: A story is about how the things that happen affect someone in pursuit of a difficult goal, and how that person changes internally as a result.

Now, let’s crack that shell wide open.

What happens in the story is the plot, the surface events of the novel. It is not the same thing as what the story is about. Not by a long shot.

The someone is the protagonist, and as we’ll see, everything that happens in the plot will get its meaning and emotional weight based on how it affects her—not in general, but in pursuit of a difficult goal.

The difficult goal is, at its most basic, what’s known as the story problem. All stories revolve around how someone solves a single, escalating problem they can’t avoid. After all, if it were easy, it wouldn’t be a problem, and there wouldn’t be a story. It’s not merely a surface problem, either, but one that causes the protagonist to struggle with a specific internal conflict at every turn, so that at the end she sees things quite differently than she did at the beginning.

And that internal change? That, my friends, is what the story is actually about: how your protagonist’s external dilemma—aka the plot—changes her worldview.

And just to be clear: if you’re writing a thriller or a mystery—whether a cozy, a hard-boiled police procedural, a courtroom drama, or anything in between—you do not get a pass on the inner story layer. After all, the goal isn’t simply to have your investigator find out who did it; it’s to find out how and why. And why is always internal. Think: What’s the real reason for the crime, the hard-won answer to “What was he thinking?” In fact, mysteries of all genres tend to have a more complex inner layer, because each key character—the perp, the victim, the investigator—is driven by his or her internal agenda, and viewed through his or her subjective lens.

Story is about what happens internally, not externally. Not fully grasping the importance of this is what tanks countless novels. We don’t come to story simply to watch the events unfold; we come to experience them through the protagonist’s eyes, as she struggles with what to do next. That is what mesmerizes us: it’s what we’re curious about, it’s what gives us the inside info we’re hungry for. Yep, the protagonist’s internal struggle is the story’s third rail, the live wire that sparks our interest and drives the story forward.

The maddening catch for writers is that although responding to a story is something we can do from birth without thinking, the ability to write a story capable of hijacking the reader’s brain is not part of the package. Although many of us are ace social storytellers—think gossip, anecdotes, and a riveting rendition of what happened on that date from hell—when it comes to creating a whole fictionalized world from scratch? That’s a different skill altogether, and not standard-issue equipment in the human brain.

Then again, if the ability to write a compelling story were just as hardwired as the ability to recognize one, we’d all be famous novelists, sitting by the pool with a flock of eager assistants fielding foreign rights offers, movie deals, and lucrative speaking gigs. Except it would be kind of hard to hire a staff, because they’d all be famous novelists, too. Plus, who would have time to read all those great novels?

As I’m sure you’ve figured out already, writing a novel is kind of hard. That’s a given. But it’s not nearly as difficult as it often feels. What undoes so many writers right out of the starting gate is something that seems so totally reasonable that it never occurs to us to question it: we decide that the first thing to do is to learn to write well. The trouble is, in learning to write well, we completely miss the boat, storywise.
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MYTHS GALORE: EVERYTHING WE WERE TAUGHT ABOUT WRITING IS WRONG


The difficulty of literature is not to write, but to write what you mean.

—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON



To hook a reader, you need to learn to write well. That’s what we’re taught in great detail from kindergarten on. The tacit promise is this: become a wordsmith and you automatically become a storyteller. Over and over we’re told that the mechanics, conventions, and techniques of writing are what good writing is all about. How could you not believe it? Beautiful sentences are constantly praised. Misplaced commas are criticized. No one talks about story—which, as we have just seen, is the very thing that readers are hardwired to respond to. Story is treated as something elusive, something that magically appears when you nail the mechanics and learn to “write well.”

What does “writing well” really mean? Here’s a roundup of the usual suspects: it means coming up with great characters, interesting situations, dramatic scenes, intense conflict, compelling dialogue, gorgeous metaphors, and beautiful sentences, and then sprinkling in a lot of sensory details because that’s what they say brings a story to life. That done, all you then have to do is unleash your creativity—cue the fairy godmother or the muse or a really inspiring dark night of the soul—and voilà! A story appears.

Sounds like a surefire recipe for success. Except for the small fact that it doesn’t work. The conventions of writing—voice, structure, drama, plot, all of it—are the handmaiden of story, not the other way around. It’s the story that gives those beautiful words, those interesting characters and all that drama, their power. It’s the story that instantly sparks the reader’s curiosity, triggering that irresistible sense of urgency that compels us to read on. Once we’re securely hooked, it’s the story that has the power to change how we view the world, and therefore what we go out and do in the world. That’s why when it comes to effective writing, story is the only nonnegotiable. Everything else is gravy. To be clear, I’m not saying that learning to write well isn’t a good idea. It is. But of the two, only story is essential. And, as we’ll see throughout this book, understanding what a story is, and using that knowledge to develop a blueprint, will teach you everything you need to know to hook and hold your readers.

Before we can even think about blueprinting, it’s crucial to dismantle a plethora of writing myths that, for all their good intentions, will lead you astray. These myths are dangerous because they are deep-rooted, widespread, and alluring, but the more you know about why they don’t work, the easier it will be to resist them. In this chapter, we’ll discover why both “plotting” and “pantsing” lead you away from the story, rather than to it; why beautiful prose means nothing in and of itself; how “writing well” can actually alienate the reader, even in literary fiction; why and how using story structure models like The Hero’s Journey undermines your story; and why, even when it comes to the scenes you will be writing as you blueprint, that “shitty first draft” matters much more than you think.

The Myth of Great Writing

Here’s a sobering question that might shake up many a literary circle: If great writing is what the brain’s hungry for, if it’s the thing that captivates readers, then could the Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy really have sold—are you sitting down?—100,000,000 copies and counting? (Yes, that’s a hundred million as of this writing, which means that by the time you’re reading this, that number has risen as steadily as…well, you get the picture.)

Confronted with this fact, the skeptic has two choices: Simply dismiss those hundred million people as readers who just don’t know any better, poor saps. Or wonder what the hell is going on. Maybe, just maybe, there’s something more compelling out there than beautiful writing, something that trumps beautiful writing every time.

After all, what do readers say about Fifty Shades of Grey? “It’s horribly written, but I can’t put it down.” No one, not even the book’s diehard fans, say that the author, E. L. James, “writes well.” It’s true that Fifty Shades is horribly written—by “beautiful writing” standards, that is. There’s no way to pretty up the fact that Anastasia Steele, the spunky heroine, says “holy crap” forty times. “Holy crap” is an expression you should say only once in your whole entire life. If you already said it back when you were four, well, you’ve used your quota. Worse, she says “inner goddess” so many times that if you used it for a drinking game, you’d be in rehab before you were halfway through the book. Is this beautiful writing? Not a chance. And yet, the year Random House acquired the trilogy it catapulted them into the black. In fact, they gave every employee in the United States—from top editors to warehouse workers—a five thousand dollar holiday bonus. Clearly something is going on here, something that has absolutely nothing to do with the “quality” of the writing. That something is story. It’s irresistible, which probably explains why so many otherwise literary readers have secretly hunkered down with Fifty Shades—that is, late at night once they were sure everyone else in the house really was asleep, the blinds were securely drawn, and no one in their reading group was anywhere within a ten-mile radius.

And yet when we hunker down to write, given what we’ve been taught to focus on as writers, the power of story is rarely on our radar. Instead, we put our faith in the power of the beautiful words themselves to lure readers, thus mistaking the wrapping paper for the present.

But if it’s not about beautiful writing, why do we so wholeheartedly believe that it is? There are two main reasons.

Biology Has Us at Hello

The first reason takes us straight back to biology. The initial job of an effective story is to anesthetize the part of your brain that knows it is a story. That’s why when you’re caught up in a story it doesn’t feel like a story at all; it feels like reality—especially since you’re experiencing what’s happening to the protagonist along the same neural pathways you would if it were actually happening to you. Those of you willing to admit to reading Fifty Shades know exactly what I’m talking about. You’re not just reading about Anastasia Steele—you are her. Which is why when you’re engrossed in a story, the last thing you can do, or want to do for that matter, is figure out how the writer has created the palpable sense of reality that you’re lost in. You just want to enjoy it; you just want to be in it.

But even in that state, there are a couple of things you can see, because, well, they’re visible. The language, for example. That’s why it’s incredibly easy to mistake the author’s voice for what has you hooked. How many times have you said to a friend, “I love that writer. She’s so clever, so wry, so insightful. I’d read anything she writes!” The belief that this is, indeed, what’s grabbed you is furthered when you then read a review of the novel in which the reviewer has pulled out a lovely sentence or two as proof of just how compelling the book is. Reading it, you swoon, thinking, I want to learn to write luscious sentences just like that! rather than I want to learn to write the kind of story that would give sentences like that their power!

There is one other thing you can see even when a story has you under its spell: the plot; that is, the events that take place, the external things that happen, the surface of the novel. After all, the plot is concrete, it’s clear, it’s visual. So, as you close the book with a satisfied sigh, the lesson seems obvious—a writer’s goal is to learn to write beautiful sentences and figure out a plot, and then, if you have the talent, a story will appear.

For a very, very select few writers, that is how it works. Some people, in fact, are able to write enthralling novels in record time from the disheartening (for the rest of us) age of twenty-four. So it makes complete sense that we’d turn to them, hungry to learn their methods, their techniques, their processes, the better to crib them and make them our own. Which brings us to the second reason why we’ve been led to believe that a writer’s first job is to learn to write well.

The Best Writers Sometimes Give the Worst Advice

Writing tends to be taught by very accomplished writers, many of whom have a natural aptitude for story from the get-go, the way some athletes are born with a physical prowess that the rest of us couldn’t come close to no matter how many boxes of Wheaties we scarf down, or how much cross-training we sweat through. But as counterintuitive as it may sound, that doesn’t make these writers good teachers. In fact, often the opposite is true, because we’re much better at teaching something that we’ve learned through experience than we are at teaching things we innately know. When we innately know how to do something, we assume it’s part of the standard operating package we’re all born with. It’s so much a part of us that we never even think about the “how” of it—it just is. For instance, we all know how to walk, but when we stand up with the intention of going into the kitchen for a snack, we never have to think, “Okay, let’s see, first I’ll move my right leg, then, if memory serves, I’ll….” Instead our legs seem to know what to do all on their own. How convenient is that?

But imagine if someone came up to you and said, “I’ve never walked before; can you give me a quick tutorial on the basics?” You’d say, “Of course, I walk all the time. You just put one foot in front of the other, like this…” and then you’d gracefully glide across the room, turning around just in time to catch them rolling their eyes. “Yes, yes,” they’d say, “I can see that, I’m not blind. But how are you doing it? How do you know which muscle to move first?” At which point you’d stand there blinking. Can you explain what you’re doing when you walk? Could you tell someone what muscles to move, how, and in what combination in order to take even a single step, let alone keep walking all the way to the fridge? It’s an incredibly complex and well-orchestrated series of unconscious decisions, reactions, and electrical impulses that I’m betting the vast majority of us have never given a moment’s thought to. It’s muscle memory; we do it automatically.

It’s the same with natural storytellers. They’ve never had to deconstruct what they’re doing, or pinpoint what it is that the reader is really responding to. These lucky pups have such a natural sense of story that often the novel merely unfolds as they write, delightfully surprising them at every turn. It’s not talent, or “the muse.” It’s that their cognitive unconscious has the innate knack of offering up prose in story form. They can write automatically, and so they think that’s the nature of writing itself, rather than their nature.

This explains E. L. Doctorow’s famous assertion that “Writing is like driving a car at night. You can only see as far as your headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.”1 Sure—he can make the whole trip like that and end up writing Ragtime. But when the rest of us follow suit, our stories almost always end up taking a meandering, disjointed, episodic route that often ends abruptly when we inadvertently drive off a dimly lit cliff. What’s more, having a basic sense of story isn’t always enough: sometimes a writer’s debut novel is fabulous, but since they have no idea what it really was that captivated readers, their second, third, and fourth fall flat.

The belief that a story will appear if you write blindly into the darkness is extremely damaging, because it has given rise to one of the most seductive, widespread, and undermining concepts in the writing world: pantsing.

The Myth of Pantsing

There is a school of writing that believes the best way to write is to sit down, clear your mind, and write by the seat of your pants. Hence the term: “pantsing.” (Yes, I know there’s another meaning out there for pantsing; this is the writing one.) In some circles it’s been dubbed the most authentic way to write. Part of what makes it so alluring is that it seems easy, straightforward, and pure. Just let ’er rip! The goal is to let it all pour out as a way of “discovering” the story you’re fated to tell. Knowing anything about your story before you begin to write is frowned upon as a surefire way to stifle your creativity and annoy the muse. Hey, as Robert Frost said, “No surprise in the writer, no surprise in the reader.” It’s a dubious sentiment at best, and often taken to extremes that would no doubt make Mr. Frost cringe, until it sounds a bit like Kevin Costner’s mantra in Field of Dreams: “If you build it, they will come.” Writing translation: write blindly and the story will magically appear. Instead, the surprise in both the writer and the reader tends to be the same: “Well, I thought this would be engaging; instead, it’s a big fat mess.”

But if pantsing leads to failure, why is it so damn seductive? Why are we so tempted to sit down and “let it all pour out”? Simple: We’re hardwired to do what’s easy. This is not a negative. It doesn’t make us weak, lazy, or slackers. It’s just that thinking hard takes a whole lot of energy—after all, the brain accounts for only 2 percent of the body’s volume, yet it consumes 20 percent of its energy. Thinking actually burns calories. (Not enough calories, but still.) So the urge to wing it is a built-in survival mechanism, the better to conserve precious energy for handling the decidedly unexpected, the truly dangerous, the unavoidably challenging—you know, all the things that stories are about.

And let’s face it, in the beginning it’s much easier—liberating, almost—to let ’er rip and write forward without a second thought. Plus, since staring at that blank page can be exceedingly stressful, the relief of letting it all pour out not only feels good, it feels right. Thus it’s easy to believe that this is, indeed, the natural path to the best-seller list. That is, until the exhilaration of winging it wears off, which is when writers often find themselves stranded on page 32 or 127 or 327. Or, just as often, page 3.

Chances are you know that feeling. You’ve been writing forward, cranking out page after page, and then suddenly you’re lost. It’s like you’re standing in the middle of a big empty field, with no idea what comes next, or what matters, or where the story is going. And you think: This is my fault, I’m a bad writer. Good writers automatically know what happens next. But when I shine my headlights into the darkness, all I see is fog. Rest assured it’s not that you’re a bad writer. It’s that you haven’t been taught how to develop a story.

This brings us to the final, oft-cited myth about the glory of pantsing: that only by completely unleashing your creativity can you create a compelling story. Here’s the thing: creativity needs context. It needs a leash.

Context is what bestows meaning and defines what matters, what doesn’t, and why. Think of it as the yardstick that readers use to gauge the significance of everything that happens. After all, a rose is never just a rose. It’s a sign of love from the cute guy next door—which makes it a wonder to behold. It’s a wilted last-minute gift from your husband on your tenth anniversary—which makes it a major disappointment. It’s what you were supposed to bring your girlfriend, but forgot, so it’s the reason she broke up with you—which makes it a thorny reminder of your flaws. What do all these examples have in common? The rose got its meaning based on things that happened in the past, before it was presented (or not) to the recipient. The past determines the present. And when you pants, there is no past. Without the past to provide context, that rose is just a plain old pretty flower, and who cares about that? In a novel, the past—the things that happened before it began—are what provide context. For natural storytellers like Doctorow, whose cognitive unconscious did come equipped with a built-in understanding of story, the past and the present emerge together, on their own, in one fell swoop. If you or I had that innate ability, we’d be best-selling authors ourselves.

So rather than unleashing your creativity, you want to harness it to the past from which your story arises. Without the past to anchor the present

The Myth of the Shitty First Draft





The Myth of Plotting




The Myth of External Story Structure Models







You Can’t Have an After Without a Before




















Cron_9781607748908_epub3_nav_r1.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		Introduction


		Part I. What a Story Is, and What It Isn’t

		1: Story: The Brain’s Decoder Ring


		2: Myths Galore: Everything We Were Taught About Writing Is Wrong







		Part II. Creating the Inside Story

		3: The What If? Expectation, Broken!


		4: The Who: Whose Life Will You Utterly Upend?


		5: The Why: Why, Exactly, Does Your Protagonist Care?


		6: The Worldview: Your Protagonist’s, That Is


		7: What Next? The Beauty of Cause and Effect


		8: The When: An Offer Your Protagonist Can’t Refuse (But Probably Wants To)







		Part III. Creating an External Gauntlet to Spur Your Protagonist’s Internal Struggle

		9: The Opening: Of Your Novel and of the Story Genius Blueprinting System


		10: The Real “Aha!” Moment: Where Will Your Story End?


		11: Building Your Blueprint: How to Keep Track of All the Moving Parts


		12: Going Back to Move Forward: How to Harvest the Past to Set Up the Plot


		13: Story Logic: Making Sure Each “What” Has a “Why”


		14: The Secret to Layering: Subplots, Storylines, and Secondary Characters


		15: Writing Forward: Stories Grow in Spirals







		Acknowledgments


		Endnotes


		About the Author








		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275








		
Cover



		
Cover



		
Title Page



		
Table of Contents



		
Start









OEBPS/images/Cron_9781607748908_epub3_tp_r1.jpg
[ *Before You Waste Three Years Writing 327 Pages That Go Nowhere ]

LISA CRON

EEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/Cron_9781607748908_epub3_001_r1.jpg
[ PART I ]

WHAT A STORY IS,
AND WHAT IT ISN'T

=





OEBPS/images/Cron_9781607748908_epub3_cvi_r1.jpg





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


