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Since there are hundreds of writing craft books already published that teach novel structure, why in the world would I write one to add to the pile? Good question, and I’ll give you my answer. I wrote this book (which is a compilation, and much more, of a year-long course I did on my blog Live Write Thrive) because I want to help writers get a clear, helpful, and precise understanding of basic novel construction. 

I critique and edit more than two hundred partial and complete manuscripts a year. Year after year, I see struggling writers making the same fatal mistakes in their manuscripts. Even those writers who have studied the best novel-writing instruction books, have followed writers’ blogs, and have taken numerous workshops still don’t get the structure.

Why Bother with Structure?

Is structure important? Do I think novelists have to follow very specific structural rules to write a great novel? Yes and yes. When I first started writing novels, I thought I could wing it. I’d read plenty of novels of various genres all my life, so, in a way, I felt that made me an expert. I assumed that by osmosis I’d learned how to write well. And that was true—to a point. 

Truth is, a lot of writers believe they can write a novel without taking time to learn the nuts and bolts of novel construction. I wonder why this is. I doubt many aspiring doctors, dentists, or lawyers believe they can jump into their practice by just reading a few books, or maybe even watching some TV shows. I certainly wouldn’t want to learn that my surgeon hadn’t graduated medical school or memorized Gray’s Anatomy as I was being wheeled on a gurney into the operating arena.

Writing a novel may not be as complex as performing an operation on someone, but it does have its complexities. Just as with building a house—which is what we are going to compare novel writing to in this book—writers have to adeptly wield not only a whole lot of materials but a lot of tools as well. For every task required in building a house, a builder must know both his materials and his tools. You don’t frame up a house with tar paper, and you don’t use plastic pipe for gas lines. It takes time and effort to acquire the proper training to be proficient in any vocation. Novel writing is no exception.

A Waste of Time

I will venture to say that at least 80-90 percent of the novels I critique are seriously flawed in structure. Some so much so that they really need to be round-filed. I cringe hearing how some of these writers have spent years penning their first novel (or perhaps even many subsequent ones), and often have spent additional years trying to get an agent to sign them. These are wasted years. 

Sure, all that effort may have been a good learning experience—to a point. But I liken this to someone without any training being given a thousand airplane parts and then told to put it all together (maybe with a confusing four-page diagram) with the aim of ending up with a perfectly operational and beautiful aircraft. It’ll never fly.

Some of those writers actually do spend hard hours studying novel structure. As I mentioned, they buy the best books, attend workshops and conferences, hire editors, and join critique groups. But they still suffer novel failure. Over and over I see the same essential problems plaguing manuscripts. 

So what is the problem? Are they just not trying hard enough? Can only the smartest, most talented people write great novels?

Writers Need a Holistic Approach to Novel Building

No, I don’t believe that. I believe just about anyone with the determination, a love of storytelling, a good imagination, a firm handle on language and composition, and a jar of “butt glue” (to keep one stuck in that chair and writing) can write a great novel. But I also feel there is a dearth of how-to books that really address the key problems new novelists face and find daunting. 

Aspiring novelists can find hundreds of books that will teach them tips on how to write a great plot, develop believable characters, and craft catchy dialog. There are books that focus on just about every novel component, and writers could spend years studying these books and still not really grasp how to construct a novel. Why? Because so much of what is taught is about the tools of the trade, but not so much about how to construct the entire “house.”

Just as building a house is a very complex undertaking, building a novel requires a similar holistic approach. When a builder looks at blueprints, he sees “the big picture.” He has to understand every single aspect of the process and think ten steps ahead—that’s how my builder husband puts it. When he looks at the foundation blueprints, he envisions how this will affect the task of hanging joists and laying out the roofline. When studying the details for the concrete forms, he’ll check the rebar specs to make sure they are going to be the right thickness to support that second-story extension. That house will never be built right if the builder only tackles one task myopically at a time. Every step of the way, he must keep in mind the finished product and how it is slated to look. He has to consider how every single part of this construction process affects and informs all the others.

Get a Handle on the Big Picture

And this is exactly what a novelist must do as well, and what few (if any) writing craft books teach. For a writer to write a great novel that is constructed soundly, she must work with the “big picture.” All the elements in a novel—plot, premise, theme, characters, etc.—must work holistically and fit together perfectly. Too often writers throw a bunch of materials together and grab random tools they little know how to use, then start hammering. The result is usually a disaster. What is most painful is when the foundation is seriously flawed—meaning the core concept itself just doesn’t hold together. For then, everything that is built upon such a foundation cannot stand. The house will collapse. The novel will fail.

Writing a novel, therefore, is not easy, despite what some say (and usually it’s the people who have never written one who say that). Many manuscripts I critique seem to be written off the top of the head, the scenes just thrown onto the page without forethought. So few novels seem to be actually constructed. Or if they are constructed, they are done faultily, doomed to failure (and often by the end of page 1).

Being a building contractor’s wife, I’ve spent many long hours nailing siding according to blueprint nailing specifications and cutting two-by-fours carefully to the sixteenth of an inch in order for all the studs to fit precisely in framing up a house, so the word construction has a rich and evocative meaning for me. As does the word blueprint. Any builder who attempts to construct a complex house without engineered plans would be rightly called a fool.

How Much Time Do You Want to Waste?

Of course, “building” a faulty novel won’t endanger anyone’s life (we hope), but it can sure be a lesson in frustration and aggravation, and a very big waste of time. That’s not to say practicing writing is a waste of time; it’s not. 

But, well, it can be if there is no end to the means. 

If you write randomly and learn nothing, does it really benefit you? Sure, exercises like participating in NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) teach you admirable things like discipline, perseverance, and stick-to-itiveness (yep, that really is a word!). But those qualities alone will not improve your writing skills or turn you into a novelist.

To use a different analogy, I could spend three hours pouring random ingredients into a big bowl and stirring, stirring, stirring. That doesn’t guarantee that when I pour it into a pan and bake it, a delicious and beautiful cake will emerge from my oven. 

Most novels I critique are a lot like that bowl of random elements. I don’t mean to be harsh and insensitive. I know what it’s like to write for months, thinking I was churning out a masterpiece—only to learn years later how utterly off track I was. Meaning, how uninformed I was about novel structure. Oh how I wish someone had taught me what I needed to know thirty years ago. Yes, I wasted a lot of time. And my aim in writing this book is to keep you from doing the same.

It’s really hard to take a finished product like that yucky baked cake and turn it into something palatable, let alone delicious. If only writers took the time to find a solid, time-tested recipe and followed that. A recipe is like . . . a blueprint. Which brings me back around to building construction.

If you haven’t figured me out yet, let me just say I am all about not wasting time. Life is short, too short. Some of you have read my polite rants on plotting and learning this craft well so as to not waste time. Time is the most precious and valuable commodity we have. It is a limited resource, and life demands we spend the increments of time on so many things. If we wrote down everything we did in a day, every tiny little thing we did requiring a measure of time, we would probably be shocked. We have to divide up our time into little bits in order to take care of the many responsibilities we handle.

I’m not saying we should be neurotic and never waste a second. But why waste time if we don’t need to? And when it comes to writing novels, I am astounded by how much time writers are willing to waste, basically stirring that bowl of ingredients day after day (and even year after year), without first taking the time to find the right recipe and then following the directions using the required ingredients.

I know I’m jumping back and forth here between baking a cake and building a house. But successful building and baking both center on careful preparation. Some of you can’t relate to being on a construction crew and framing up a house. But most of you can relate to following a recipe and cooking something, right? Even if it’s just one of those box cakes that state all you have to add are water, an egg, and a half-cup of oil. Simple, but you still need to do what it says—basically—or your cake will come out awful. 

All in all, for just about every task we do in life, we follow some sort of instructions in order to succeed. Change the oil in your car. Upload a picture to Facebook. Follow a Google map to get to a place you’ve never been. So why is it so many writers think they don’t need to follow instructions when constructing a novel?

Different Techniques but the Same Engineering Principles

Here’s one reason: there are lots of different blueprints (or recipes) out there regarding novel construction. So many different techniques and styles. Some writers throw their hands up thinking that since that’s the case, it really doesn’t matter what method they use. Clearly anything goes. You take all those basic ingredients of plot, character, dialog, and theme and throw them into the mixer and, voila! A novel!

Well, here’s the thing. If you ask great writing instructors about this, they will tell you there are time-tested rules or principles to novel building. Just as with constructing a house. There are myriads of houses—of different sizes, shapes, and layouts—many made of very different materials. But there are basic principles that tie in with the natural laws of physics and engineering. Materials have stress loads and limitations. Those factors have to be considered by the engineer designing the blueprints. And the building contractor has to follow those blueprints to ensure the house will be sturdy and safe.

In the same manner, novel construction requires acknowledging the scope, function, and limitations of all its elements. There are structures that have proven to be solid and others flawed. Regardless of genre, writer’s style, or premise, there are some construction basics that apply to pretty much every novel—unless you are going with something experimental and you don’t really care if the whole thing collapses. But most novelists want their novels to stand the test of time and stand up to the scrutiny of their target audience. They attempt to “build a house” their fans can inhabit and enjoy, which is the dwelling place of their story.

You can already see where this is leading to, I’m sure. My aim is to help you become a terrific builder and engineer, and by learning what these twelve essential pillars are and how they support your story, you will become proficient in novel construction. No more throwing a bunch of materials into the mixer and hoping a great book comes out. Novel construction doesn’t have to be (and shouldn’t be) guesswork.

By following established blueprints for novel construction, you can use your time wisely and write a terrific novel, while still having time to do all those other things you want and need to do in your life, including stopping to smell the roses and spending time with your family (remember them?).

So get ready to load up that tool belt with construction tools as we look deeply at the twelve key pillars of novel construction.
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Chapter 1: Building Construction 101
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Imagine your novel as a house. Or more like an ancient Greek building, such as the Parthenon. Made completely of marble, heavy marble—including the massive roof. Then imagine how strong those columns have to be to support such a gargantuan weight. One replacement column recently installed on the Parthenon weighed in at around fifty tons! Although no one has ever weighed the entire Parthenon, architects state that just the cast iron that supports the dome of the US Capitol building in Washington, DC, has been estimated at around 8.9 million pounds. It’s hard to believe any structure made of any materials could hold up such weight.

But these buildings have remained standing through centuries, without collapsing, which attests to the strength and reliability of the materials used in these structures—as well as the brilliance of the architects who designed them.

Novelists are architects too—architects of story. Just as a level, appropriate, and rock-solid foundation is needed as a base to any lasting building, a writer must have a similarly strong and informed foundation in order to write strong novels. Upon such a foundation a great novel can be built. But as much as the right foundation is essential, the structural integrity of the entire project must be exact or the “building” will collapse. 

So if we liken the completed novel to the roof—the very heavy marble roof—then consider the pillars supporting the roof as the key to success. We want “fifty-ton” columns to support our roof so it will not only look sturdy but also stand the test of time.

Not Just Pretty to Look At

Aesthetics are a main concern in construction. Architects are praised for designing a beautiful, captivating house or monument. But structural integrity cannot be sacrificed on the altar of beauty. They go hand in hand. I’ve always thought it a shame that those exquisitely crafted ice or sand sculptures I’ve seen constructed as entries in a competition were so temporal. One wave . . . or one day in a warm room . . . and those magnificent works of art disappeared. Although I understand the joy experienced in the act of creating, it seems a waste to put that much effort out to create something so beautiful and detailed, only to watch it melt before your eyes.

Some novels are like those ephemeral sculptures—adorned with lovely writing, an intriguing premise, and perfectly edited to present the appearance of a great novel. But when examined under the scrutiny of a “construction engineer” (read: savvy reader or critical literary agent), the pillars that support the story are shown to be flimsy and weak. Collapse is inevitable—and probably has already occurred—even in the first few pages. And the sad thing is the writer can’t see it. Or upon learning the story has collapsed, she can’t understand how in the world that could have happened.

She might say, “But I had a great idea. I worked out a clever, fresh plot. I have great characters. So what went wrong?”

Take the Requisite Construction Course

I’m married to a building contractor, who is a stickler for structure. He pores endlessly over blueprints before beginning to construct a house, often finding mistakes the engineers have made. He understands structure so well that he can spot any little thing that might compromise the support of the house. It could be a prescribed nail pattern for a sheer wall, or the thickness of the rebar specified to be used in the concrete forms. This type of knowledge and deep understanding of construction is not something that can be learned by watching a few TV shows or skimming through some do-it-yourself books found at The Home Depot. A lot of this kind of knowledge comes from on-the-job experience, which is mostly how my husband learned his skills—assisting, watching, and questioning the expert building contractors he worked with for years. Hands-on experience coupled with diligent “book” learning make for a sound education.

And so too writers, to construct solid, lasting novels, need both “hands-on” experience and “book” learning. I use the term “book learning” as a catch-all for any type of informational instruction that is not a part of actual practice—which is sitting down and writing. This can be knowledge gained by attending workshops (online or in person), conferences, and writing retreats; reading blog posts and articles on writing; studying writing craft books; and working with writing groups and critique partners.

Don’t Be a Tinkerer

A lot of writers are like weekend handymen. Once they’ve gotten a little bit of knowledge, skill, and writing time under their belt, they feel they’re ready for the big time. But many inexperienced handymen (or women) tackle a repair or remodel project only to meet with disaster. 

I’m reminded of the commercial showing a man trying to fix his light switch in the bathroom, but when he flips the switch, the toilet flushes (which actually would take some pretty clever planning and construction to achieve). My husband is never happy when I tinker with things I really am not qualified to mess with. He knows that no matter how determined or careful I am, I’m being foolish and counterproductive by attempting to fix something I haven’t adequately learned how to fix. 

This doesn’t mean I’m stupid; with proper knowledge and some practice, I’m sure I could take that sink apart, unclog the drain, and put it all back together again without flooding my kitchen. And that would be a good skill for me to learn (but since I’m married to such a handy guy who actually likes doing repairs like that, I haven’t bothered). However, a novelist doesn’t have the handy guy or gal at his beck and call to come running to fix everything while he’s writing his novel. The novelist, as sole architect, builder, and decorator (unless doing a collaborative novel), has to have all the chops needed to construct that great novel. 

It wouldn’t do to throw your hands up a few pages into the writing and turn the project over to someone else to fix. If you want to be a proficient builder of lasting, terrific stories, you need to take Construction 101. And that is what this book will do—give you the requisite course in how to structure a novel that, hopefully, will remain unscathed by both the ravages of time and critics.

Sure, You Can Break the Rules

Although every novel is unique (one hopes), regardless of genre, writing style, or story line, each faces the same construction issues. Like the laws of physics and gravity, the basic supports of good novel construction apply to every novel—unless of course you want to get wild and crazy and go for the experimental method. And I’m not saying that’s wrong or invalid. I support creativity on plenty of levels—and so do various audiences in the world that are open and eager to embrace such creativity. A lot of literary fiction breaks many of the “rules” of time-tested and proven novel structure. And many are hailed as great works of literature. So, please don’t think I’m saying that if you don’t follow this “construction course,” you do so at your peril. Just know that, as in building, when you “wing it” or experiment with unusual materials (such as substituting Silly Putty for cement or duct tape for Simpson ties), your finished product might not hold up when that flood or tornado hits. 

There’s a reason building codes exist and why contractors are required to follow them before they can pass their inspections and get the project signed off by the building inspector. Many of these codes ensure the house or building will be safe to inhabit, and that the structural support has been built to specs given by the highly trained (we hope) engineer who made the blueprints. 

Of course, if a novel flops from faulty “materials,” it’s not likely anyone’s life will be endangered. Maybe there’ll be a resultant bruised ego, or maybe not. But if a novelist really does want to have the greatest chance of success—and I don’t mean success in the monetary or worldly sense—she needs to get some basic construction skills under her belt. 

Building a house with excellently engineered blueprints makes the project go so much more smoothly than trying to build a house with faulty plans—or plans missing pages. A conscientious builder will not begin construction unless he has all the blueprints he needs, which cover everything from plumbing to trusses to siding to roofing. He chooses only the best materials and is careful to follow the plans. And when he does so, the result is a well-constructed, solid house that looks exactly as he expected it to look—and that is perfectly safe and functional so the new homeowners can move in without worrying they’ll be crushed in their sleep by a collapsed roof. 

I sleep well at night, not at all worried my roof is going to fall on me. I didn’t build this house I live in, but I know a licensed contractor did, and he had to pass all the inspections before the house was allowed to be put up for sale. This gives me peace of mind. And novelists can experience a similar peace of mind when they “build” their novel following the structural principles that have been “approved” by most building inspectors. They can avoid a lot of frustration and heartache caused by endlessly rewriting and tinkering with a novel that was not correctly constructed from the start. 

Why suffer such aggravation and waste so much time trying to guess how to make your novel better and fix all the many nebulous problems inherent in your story—which you know are there but have no idea how to resolve? A little knowledge goes a long way . . . and a lot of knowledge goes a really long way. 

So don’t try to cram by flipping through a few how-to books and reading a couple of articles. Becoming adept at any difficult skill takes hard work and practice. You need that hands-on experience and the “book” learning to become a great novelist. But the good thing about taking “Construction 101” is this: not only can you use this knowledge every time you sit down to write a novel, but you can also take on any project your heart desires and be confident you can build a strong, sturdy novel that will have lasting power.
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Chapter 2: Introduction to the 12 Key Pillars


[image: ]


Grab a seat and open your notebook—or the workbook, if you’ve obtained one. Get prepared to become a building contractor. And remember—it’s all about structural support. To make it simple and easy for you, I’ve organized your building course into twelve sections, or twelve pillars. These are the twelve essential pillars that will “hold up” your novel. In order to take much of the mystery and confusion out of novel building, I came up with this straightforward and practical approach, organizing the requisite components of a novel into something easy to conceptualize and work with.

We’ll look at the four primary corner pillars first—likened to the important corner supports of a building—for they provide the main framework upon which your entire story rests. These are essential to get right. And once you have those four support pillars in place, you can play around with the other eight. Those eight secondary pillars add the additional strength needed to hold up the novel, and their “size and weight” in your novel may vary depending on your concept, genre, and other considerations. Once a writer sets in place the four solid corner pillars, the other eight can be fashioned and positioned. But without those four major supports, the entire structure will collapse.

Since these four corner pillars are the big supports of your story, we’ll be spending the most time on them. These are what I see lacking in many of the novels I critique and usually are the primary cause of construction failure. A novel that ignores or belittles the importance of any of these four pillars will be doomed to fail—every time:

	Concept with a Kicker

	Conflict with High Stakes

	Protagonist with a Goal

	Theme with a Heart


The eight secondary pillars provide additional support to your story, and they are developed after the four corner pillars are built:

	Plot and Subplots in a String of Scenes

	Secondary Characters with Their Own Needs

	Setting with a Purpose

	Tension Ramped to the Max

	Dialog—Compressed and Essential

	Voice—Unique for Each Character

	Writing Style—Concise and Specific

	Motifs for Cohesion and Depth







You Have to Pass Every Inspection

Builders are required to pass numerous inspections before any house they’re building can ultimately get “signed off.” If anywhere along the line an inspector finds something wrong—not up to code or otherwise in conflict with the blueprints—the builder has to fix it in order to pass inspection.

So here’s the fun part! With each of the twelve pillars you will get an inspection checklist of twelve sets of essential questions. These are questions you will ask yourself about your novel and must be answered solidly to ensure you have a strong pillar. I’ll provide checklists that you can photocopy, as well as give you downloadable links to the PDFs, so you can print them out (as often as needed) to use as worksheets to help you firm up your pillars. 

By the end of this book you’ll have 12 checklists, with a total of 144 sets of questions. By answering all those key questions, you will know you have built well. If you’re stumped on some of them, that will show you what you need help on, and you can then ask an editor or writing coach specifics in order to get the answers you need. These checklists are great tools you can use on each and every novel you construct, regardless of genre!

I can promise you—if you pass your inspections with flying colors, you will have a finished novel you can be proud of and that will stand up under the weight of scrutiny. No, you may not please every reader, for there’s no accounting for taste, right? But you can be sure that regardless of who walks through your house—or sleeps in the bedroom—that your roof will stay put and your house will remain standing firm through any fire, flood, or tornado that might attack it.

So let’s get started!
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Part 1: The Four Essential Corner Pillars of Novel Construction
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Pillar #1: Concept with a Kicker
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Chapter 3: Idea, Premise, and Concept
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We’re going to be spending the bulk of this book looking at what I call “the four corner pillars” of novel construction. While there is no set order to any of these pillars, I’ve already mentioned that these primary four need to be solid before you focus on the other eight. Your roof [read: novel] will collapse if any of these corner supports fail, so instead of working on your novel using a shotgun approach or trying to tackle the components in a random fashion, do what builders do—frame up the building with the required supporting beams before even thinking about putting on the roof or laying down flooring.

In the last chapters of the book, I’ll be showing you ways you can holistically brainstorm these four pillars together, growing your ideas and developing them so that the pillars are tightly connected. This is a different way to approach novel writing, but one I think you will soon learn is the most effective and intuitive. 

I listed the four main supports in the last chapter: Concept with a Kicker, Conflict with High Stakes, Protagonist with a Goal, and Theme with a Heart. Even though you haven’t yet learned the nuances and attributes for the other three pillars, throughout these initial chapters, as we go deep into these four primary novel supports, I will continually draw your attention to them, for these corner pillars need to be solidly constructed—which can only be done if you work on all four together. 

Think how a building would need those four pillars already built and equal in size, shape, width, and weight when they are put into place. That’s what you’ll need to do before you can construct the remaining eight pillars. 

So let’s take an initial look at the first pillar—Concept with a Kicker, which is often the most difficult one to get a handle on, and is the weakest pillar in most novels. 

More Than a Good Idea

Let me start by getting this notion of concept simmering in your head. Concept seems to be hard for novelists to understand. Granted, a concept, by definition, is an idea, thought, or notion. And some excellent writing instructors differentiate between idea, concept, and premise. I find the terms a bit confusing, though—especially when used to mean different things. So I’m going to keep it simple.

Every great novel starts with a basic idea. An idea for a story. You could phrase an idea by starting with “What if . . . ?” What if a comet was about to crash into Earth and scientists had to find a way to destroy it? What if a man on death row was innocent and only one person believed him? What if a woman fell in love with a man and it turned out he was her brother? Writers generate innumerable ideas for stories, and many ideas they come up with have a germ of potential—the potential to be turned into a truly great novel. Every great novel, in the beginning, started with some idea.

Ideas Are a Dime a Dozen

But, a great idea does not make a novel. Some ideas are fine for a short story, but they don’t have the “legs” to be fashioned into a lengthy novel. Almost all ideas fall way too short of novel potential. Well, how can you determine what has legs and what doesn’t? 

It’s only when ideas are developed into a “Concept with a Kicker” that they start to have the potential to be worked into a novel. Think about a lump of clay. That’s your idea. That lump of clay is not a beautiful vase. It’s just a lump of potential. That is what your good idea is. We all have a lot of lumps on the table, but they are not going to turn into vases by sitting there. You are going to have to work on them to get them into shape.

So in this way, ideas need to be taken to a higher level; they have to have a kicker. Ideas are a dime a dozen. Maybe even two dozen. 

I came up with this phrase “Concept with a Kicker” because I wanted some simple way to roll all the diverse and confusing information about concept, premise, plot, and idea into one clear statement. 

Well, what is a kicker? To me, it is the very specific, unique “shape” that idea is going to take on. The kicker takes the blah lump of clay and turns it into a stunning vase. Or sculpture. Or whatever you have in mind as the finished product.

So, just how in the world do you take an idea and infuse it with a kicker? The secret is tied up with the other three corner pillars. We’ll get into that shortly.

What’s a Premise?

As I just stated, a writer may have a good idea. And maybe he’s formed that idea into a premise of sorts. All that means is he’s come up with that “what if?” question that supposes something will happen if a certain situation is established. 

For example, an idea for the story might be: “What if an ‘ordinary guy’ has the task of destroying a ring of power?” What turns the idea into a premise is the supposition that something prompts the need for the task to be accomplished: “An evil power searches for a ring that’s been lost for ages, and in order to prevent him from taking over the world, that ring must be destroyed.” 

That’s a premise. A premise proposes or presumes something, and what follows supports that premise. In the example of The Lord of the Rings (above), the premise presumes there is an evil power that wants the ring, and so the plot is tied up with dealing with that situation.

You could say, for example: “I propose this (bad, scary, tense) situation, and this is what must be done to deal with it.” As you might conclude, a lot of ideas fail even at this “premise” stage by not having a compelling situation that requires some specific action. This is where premise meets Protagonist with a Goal, Conflict with High Stakes, and Theme with a Heart. Someone with some passion needs to deal with the situation in the midst of huge conflict.

It Has to Be Compelling

Note I used the word compelling. You might have a nice idea for a story, one that presumes a situation (premise) that calls for a character to act or respond. Yet, if I told you I planned to write a futuristic novel about a man who gets hired to invent a machine, is paid a fortune to do so, and then agrees to have his memory wiped, how compelling a story would that be in itself? Not very. With that idea alone, I have little-to-no compelling story. The premise is he’s offered a job and he takes it, and his employer wants to keep the invention top secret, even from the inventor. That’s not much of a scenario. But when you take that idea and add the kicker, the idea is jettisoned into the realm of viable concept. 

Just what is the kicker in the movie Paycheck? The protagonist, Michael Jennings, finishes the job he’s been hired to do, and discovers to his horror, after his memory’s been wiped of those three years, that he turned down the ninety million dollars he earned and left himself a manila envelope of strange, unrelated simple objects. Something happened during those three years spent working for this company—something so serious that he was willing to give up the money that would have allowed him to retire in great comfort. Quickly, viewers see this kicker in action as Jennings is chased and his life is thrust into danger with enemies trying to stop him from doing something that he knows he must do—whatever that is. The clues are in that envelope, and what unfolds is a tense, gripping story of high concept.

Don’t Get Wrapped Up in the Terms

You don’t have to scratch your head trying to figure out which threads belong to premise and which to idea. Just know that to have a Concept with a Kicker, you have to tie in the other three essential corner pillars—Conflict with High Stakes, Protagonist with a Goal, and Theme with a Heart. If you construct all four of these pillars together, your idea will become a strong Concept with a Kicker. But without even one of them, you will only have an idea or a premise at best. And a great novel must have a Concept with a Kicker.

Writers flounder trying to figure out how to make their idea compelling so that they will have a great novel. Unfortunately, too many search for this “secret” or magic to take place while writing the novel, hoping it will just develop on its own or appear organically as the story unfolds. Let me say simply, “It won’t.” It has to be carefully constructed.

I might be so bold as to say that you could take just about any idea, even if it’s pretty lame, and turn it into a terrific concept if you come up with a great kicker. So let’s take a long look at what a kicker is.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: Concept with a Kicker
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So what is a kicker? Just to be clear here: a kicker isn’t the same thing as a plot twist. Plot twists are “kickers” in their own right—meaning they are surprising turns or reveals in a story, and, as such, they “kick” the plot into high gear. Some novels have a great plot twist at the end, like Jodi Picoult’s best seller My Sister’s Keeper. The plot twist is so intense and unexpected, it evokes a lot of emotion from many readers. I thought it was a terrific twist, but some of my friends hated it. Without doing a spoiler here, Picoult masterfully created a shocking ending to this very heavy drama. 

Yet, the twisty ending wasn’t the kicker. A novel can’t ride four hundred pages on a kicker in the last chapter. And likewise—if you have a plot twist early on in the book, if it’s just a simple plot twist, it won’t give the novel “legs” to last the entire read. 

In My Sister’s Keeper, Picoult creates a great kicker. This is the story of a girl named Anna, who is conceived for one purpose: to be a donor for her older sister, Kate, who has leukemia. That, in itself, is quite a kicker, for it brings to mind all kinds of conflict (resentment, jealousy, anger, etc.). Remember what a premise is? It proposes a situation that requires action. This novel is a perfect example. A girl with leukemia needs a donor, and the best choice would be one who is blood related and as closely compatible as possible.

But Picoult kicks her idea even higher by centering the book on the plot element of Anna seeking legal action against her parents to prevent them from forcing her to be a donor. Now look at how the stakes have been raised (which is part of the pillar “Conflict with High Stakes”). Anna’s actions can now endanger Kate’s life, as well as cause a painful rift between her and her parents. And deeply embedded in this kicker is yet another one—which has to do with how Kate feels about both her illness and her sister’s role as her blood and bone marrow donor.

Plot Twists Are Not “Concept Kickers”

Think about the blockbuster movie The Planet of the Apes. Do you recall the great twist/surprise kicker at the end, showing Commander Taylor (played by Charlton Heston) coming upon the half-buried Statue of Liberty and realizing, to his horror, that he is on Earth and not some other planet? That’s a great moment. But if the movie failed to have a great Concept with a Kicker all the way through, no one would have stayed in the theater long enough to see that ending. 

What is the Concept with a Kicker for the movie? I would say it is something like this: “An astronaut lands on a planet run by intelligent apes that enslave humans—who are the unintelligent animals. Taylor’s intelligence threatens to destroy the apes’ entire way of life and worldview, and so they do whatever they must to stop him from reaching his goal (which is to escape).” The movie as a whole is not about the twist at the end; it’s about the problem created by the situation and what the hero must do to remedy it and reach his goal (Note how strong this pillar—Protagonist with a Goal—is in this story). The secret of the apes’ past is an important plot element in the movie that drives the story and tension (huge Conflict with High Stakes), but it’s not the core of the concept. Theme with a Heart? At the core of this concept lie many themes: the definition of humanity, oppression of the weak, the inhumane treatment of animals, and even a look at racism (in symbolism). 

In a similar way, the Concept with a Kicker for The Sixth Sense is not wrapped up in the fact that Dr. Malcolm Crowe realizes, to his shock, that he is actually dead. That is a brilliant plot twist, and certainly is foundational to the plot. But just what makes that movie so compelling—all the way up to where we actually see the scene in which Malcolm has his moment of realization? 

The story concept has a great kicker. It’s about a therapist racked by the guilt of failure and seeking personal redemption through
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