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Introduction

NOTES FROM A BOOK DOCTOR

It has been my good fortune these past thirty years to not only be a writer, but to also teach writing, to students of all ages and all backgrounds, in a variety of settings. Some students come to me eager to complete their first short story or essay, while others arrive having already started on a first book.

People often say that “everybody has a book in them.” I can’t tell you whether that is true or not—I haven’t met everybody. But I can tell you that the folks I’m privileged to work with do have a book in them, and most are willing to work hard to get that book out into the world.

My job is to help them. And I very much enjoy doing it.

Before exploring the Story Cure and how it can lead a writer from start to finish in creating a successful book, let me say a few words about what is meant by the term Book Doctor.

A common enough term in the writing world, Book Doctor is used to describe a person who will take a book manuscript—perhaps an early draft of a novel or memoir, perhaps draft sixteen—and diagnose why it is not yet working.

“Not yet working” might mean the author herself is dissatisfied, sensing that the overall arc of the book isn’t falling gracefully into place or the main character is not coming to life on the page. Alternatively, “not yet working” might mean the author has sent a finished draft out to dozens of literary agents or editors, a draft she thought was healthy and ready to go, but has received only polite but impersonal “No thank you” notes, and is now discouraged and wondering “What do they see wrong with my book that I don’t see?”

A Book Doctor is different from a copyeditor or proofreader. The task at hand is not to clean up sentences, adjust punctuation, or fix typographical errors. A Book Doctor looks at the patient as a whole—the plot, the main characters, the voice, the structure—or, to continue the physician metaphor, the arms, the legs, the belly, and the heart. The Doctor’s job is to diagnose exactly why the patient isn’t thriving.

If you’ve been to a doctor, you can guess what comes next: doctors are full of advice, and they invariably send you out the door with a prescription or two. Sometimes the treatment is simple and quick; other times it can be radical: a transfusion, a transplant, or even an amputation.

A Book Doctor can also sometimes act the part of psychiatrist, helping authors tackle various self-inflicted problems.

Though writing should be a stimulating, rewarding endeavor, for too many it can lead to self-doubt and, worse yet, self-loathing. Writing well is difficult enough—drafting twenty or two hundred pages takes devotion, attention, and a healthy dose of stubbornness—but it becomes excruciatingly tough when we let rampaging anxiety poison the experience.

This Book Doctor, however, believes that whatever is ailing a novel or memoir in progress is not about the writer, it is about the story: how well we understand it, how well we tell it, and how well we enable it to come alive in the reader’s mind. That’s the heart of the Story Cure.

And what is meant by the word “pain-free” in this book’s subtitle?

Well, writing is painstaking, meaning the writer must take great care and pay close attention to every detail, every word. But it should not be painful. And if it is painful, it probably hurts most because the author is letting the negative voices of doubt overrun the exhilaration of creativity and discovery.

We’ll address that as well.

This book is designed for writers at the beginning of their novel or memoir project, those somewhere in the middle, as well as those who have completed multiple drafts. The goal is to get you to the finish line, to make sure you complete your book and have something in your hands that you can feel proud of.

Even if you are well along in your project, through a first or second draft, I recommend beginning at the beginning of this guide. Understanding how the “heart story” can strengthen all aspects of your novel or memoir will be helpful throughout each stage of drafting and revision.

But no one ever reached the finish while sitting at the starting line trying on sneakers.

So let’s get started.
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“We tell ourselves stories in order to live.”

—JOAN DIDION1





1 | THE STORY CURE

DIAGNOSING PROBLEMS OF THE HEART

A key piece of the Story Cure is the understanding that what you should be focusing on in your novel or memoir is storytelling, pure and simple. The most direct way to make your book one that readers want to read (and, in that way, one that editors want to publish) is to tell a damn good story.

Too often, we lose track of that.

Too often I meet writers halfway into a book project who no longer feel confident in the story they want to tell, or more importantly, no longer feel entirely sure why someone should want to hear it.

I know from experience that it is all too easy to lose track. Perhaps losing track is an integral part of the process. But knowing what track you are on, and getting back onto that track when the process veers off, is a critical skill for any writer.

What Is Story?

Remember this: stories that keep readers fully engaged and eager to follow along through each moment and every surprising turn did not begin with Charles Dickens, Stephen King, or J. K. Rowling. Captivating storytelling goes back to the origins of language itself, to humankind’s earliest days.

Long before printing presses and book clubs, our ancestors kept fear at bay by telling stories—of heroic hunts, of memorable victories, and of mysterious, powerful gods. While the hunting and fighting stories were likely based on either memory or ancestral lore, the tales of gods and goddesses mark the beginnings of imaginative fiction. How to explain thunder, floods, birth, death, the inexplicable movement of the sun? Our ancestors created stories to explain these. Stories that gave them both understanding and solace.

Author Barry Lopez says that stories are part mystery, part ministry, and absolutely indispensable. “We need them, I believe, in the way we need water, if we are to revive ourselves in this harrowing time” he writes. “The reason we tell stories…is to keep each other from being afraid.”2

Novelist Ben Percy believes that the most enduring stories reach readers at the deepest level by taking “a knife to the nerve of the moment.”3 Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s Frankenstein—the story of a mad doctor who uses electricity to create a superhuman monster—found its root power by reflecting people’s fears of the industrial revolution, while Jack Finney’s The Body Snatchers—later made into the movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers—connected directly to mid-twentieth-century fears of communist spies infiltrating small-town America.

Percy’s own book Red Moon begins with a man on a commercial jetliner inexplicably transforming into a werewolf and attacking his fellow passengers. This transformation is happening not just on the one plane, but simultaneously on two other airplanes, one of which crashes into a wheat field.

Does that sound at all familiar?

“We fear, more than anything, terrorism and disease,” Percy explains, “and I braided the two together.”4

Not all stories are horror stories, of course, and not all books focus so directly on humankind’s greatest fears. The enduring ones, however, still find their power by addressing intrinsic human concerns, those vexing problems that keep us awake and thinking late into the night.

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice features neither werewolves nor body snatchers. Instead, this tale of five unmarried daughters in nineteenth-century England and the eligible bachelors who come calling enchanted—and still enchants—readers by reflecting upon enduring concerns about class, gender, and morality. The Harry Potter series is about more than schoolchildren and magic spells; it explores the power of self-sacrifice and the importance of tolerance. Alice Walker’s The Color Purple is, on the surface, the story of African-American women living a generation or two beyond slavery, but the underlying issues of prejudice and family violence resonate with readers of any race, any age, any time.

That is why people tell stories, and why we listen to the good ones with such rapt attention. Stories revive us, challenge us, startle us, and offer us new ways to reflect upon our world and the moment’s most perplexing questions.

All of this, by the way, is every bit as true of the memoir as it is of the novel.

Think, for instance, of Cheryl Strayed’s Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail (a book that spent 126 weeks on the New York Times best-seller list). Wild tells the story of Strayed’s solo—and fairly reckless—1,100-mile hike from the Mojave Desert to the Oregon-Washington border, and of the personal tragedies that led her to take the risk: a failed marriage and a mother who had recently died of rapid-spreading lung cancer.

That’s quite a story in and of itself, but there are deeper themes, more powerful currents, at play.

Joseph Campbell’s classic study of comparative mythology, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, traces myths so powerful that they have survived for thousands of years and finds that such stories follow a common trajectory: a hero starts in the “ordinary world,” receives “a call to adventure,” leading to a “special world” where he—in the old days, it was always a “he”—faces tasks and trials, leading eventually to one great challenge. The surviving hero ultimately leaves the “special world” to return to the ordinary, a changed person with new resolve, understanding, or power.

Strayed’s book follows this pattern closely—a woman facing trials and sorrows goes on a heroine’s journey, enters the special world of the Pacific Crest Trail, and fights to survive the long walk for which she was untrained and unprepared.

Strayed herself readily acknowledges this connection to mythical story, reminding other writers, and her students, to “remember the ancients.”

“Nobody should read my book,” she says, “because I took an interesting hike and I loved my mom a lot and she died. That’s just a very small, insignificant story—insignificant to anyone but me. And so my job, as a writer, was to make it about other people.”5

Strayed allowed the story of one woman’s ambitious backpacking adventure to become “about other people” by focusing on the primal elements of her story, those emotions and ambitions shared across humankind.

Readers who have not lost a mother to lung cancer, who are not reeling from a failed marriage, still feel Strayed’s story as their own because we’ve all experienced loss, experienced sorrow, and felt the need for a transformative experience.

What Is Your Heart Story?

A quick but important clarification: story is different from plot or structure. The Story Cure will address plot and structure, how they interact and the rich opportunities they present, in chapter 6, but what we are discussing here is the primal story, the fundamental human tale that is being told, the problem of the heart.

So, let’s say that your novel-in-progress has a main character, a few secondary characters, and a setting. In your early drafts, you set out to describe the characters and the place, and the characters interact, move around in the world. (If, instead, your main character spends two hundred pages sitting alone in an isolation booth brooding on deep philosophical conundrums, you may have a problem.)

Perhaps this novel is set in one of your favorite spots—the Outer Banks of North Carolina, a farm much like your great-grandparents’ farm in Iowa, or the ethnic Chicago neighborhood where you spent your earliest years. The main character, maybe, is a child roughly modeled on the child that you once were, or a woman like your grandmother, or just a character you’ve devised who combines traits from many people.

Where’s your story?

One of my favorite writers, Kurt Vonnegut, once advised, “Every character should want something, even if it is only a glass of water.”6

That is, in fact, the best place to start.

What does your main character want?

On page one, it may just be a glass of water. Or maybe a gin and tonic, if it’s been a bad day.

But the thirst has to go deeper quickly, and the glass of water must come to represent a basic human aspiration, fear, or desire within the first few pages.

If you can’t define what it is your character wants, then you likely have no story.

Maybe your character wants a lot of things—new shoes, a clean suit, a ride into Cedar Rapids, a job interview, a paycheck. That’s fine, but what do those desires represent? What journey is he about to take, and what obstacles are going to slow him down? I can imagine a number of currents that might flow underneath the story of the young man who wants new shoes and a ride into Cedar Rapids. It might be the need to battle self-doubt brought on by childhood trauma, a reaction to his father’s harsh and constant criticism, a secret dream to live a life far different than the one for which he seems destined on the family farm. Something universal. Something others have felt as well.

Knowing this last element—where the character’s story and struggles will connect directly with other readers, other human beings—is what will allow you to write a book where every scene, every line of dialogue, each turn in each and every chapter, makes sense, moves the story forward, and gives the reader an emotional connection to your words and descriptions. It is what makes readers turn the page.

The opposite of what I am trying to illustrate here is a novel where “stuff just happens.” The narrator goes to the park and has a conversation, then he goes home and makes a pot of chili, and then he heads over to the neighborhood tavern, chats with a guy named Louie, and watches a ballgame, and then he goes home to sleep. In the morning he makes eggs and toast and then drives to the pier and stares into the ocean. Later he sits in a coffee shop and watches people walk by.

I’ve seen books that ramble along in such a fashion, rough drafts that “just aren’t working” in this way. The author describes people in pleasing detail, uses graceful language, conjures the reflection of light off the still ocean surface quite poetically, but why? What’s going on?

My diagnosis: The author doesn’t know the deeper story, or has misplaced it somehow.

You might think memoirists don’t have this problem. They aren’t making up moments in the main character’s life, inventing passersby at the coffee shop, devising watershed events, because they are writing about what has actually occurred. What I’ve observed over the years, however, is that memoirists often have an even tougher time with story than do novelists.

Why?

In my experience, it is because some voice in the memoirist’s head keeps insisting, These things really happened, so my job is simple: just write it down as accurately as I can, in the right order, and it will be fascinating.

But that’s not enough.

I regularly meet students, in weekend workshops or individual coaching sessions, who explain that they have begun writing a memoir about their mother, or grandmother, because “she led a very fascinating life.” Or they tell me that they are going to write a book about their own lives, “because so many unbelievable things have happened.”

I suspect that the author, her mother, or her Granny Jane did have a fascinating life, full of remarkable events, because most of us do, whether we realize it or not. For the memoir to be successful, however, the writer has to know what human current runs deep under the story he or she is about to tell.

By way of illustration, here’s a memoir that likely won’t be attracting boatloads of readers anytime soon:


My mother was born in Chicago in 1928, and then this happened to her, and then this happened to her, and then this other thing happened to her, and then she got married, and then my parents moved to Philadelphia, and then this happened, and then this happened, and then I was born. My father got a promotion at work and wasn’t around much. And then this happened, and then this, and so on.



This is not a story. It is a mere listing of events. Now here is a memoir that very well may fill quite a few boats:


My mother struggled all of her life with a deep shame because of her family’s poverty, and this shame led her to make numerous decisions she would come to regret, until one day I was astonished to witness [think Hero’s Journey here] my mother’s courage as she found her way through the sorrow and crippling embarrassment to reach redemption, refusing to let her deep shame drive her life’s choices anymore.



(Or maybe the mother never did come through, and the true Hero’s Journey is how the author, the woman’s daughter, though deeply connected to her mother’s pain and sadness, was able herself to move on, refusing to fall into the same unhealthy cycle of embarrassment and self-doubt.)

You can remove the word “poverty” in this example and substitute addiction problems, spousal abuse, ethnic or racial prejudice, physical imperfection, or any one of the countless reasons we are led to feel less worthy than other people. But whatever the situation, knowing that the primal story, the heart of it all, is the struggle to overcome shame brought on by events outside of the woman’s control—we can’t choose our families, or easily dismantle societal prejudice—allows the author of the memoir to carefully choose which events in her life and her mother’s life need to be on the page.

At the same time, knowing the heart of the story helps the author see which events—though they may have been quite interesting, or are remembered well, or have been retold many times in the family—don’t actually belong in this book, because they don’t move the story forward in any powerful way.

A memoir is not everything that happened in your life; rather, it is those moments that tell the story best.

Discovering (or Rediscovering) the Heart of Your Story

I’ve admittedly been quite generous with my metaphors here—the heart story, the Book Doctor, the Hero’s Journey—but please allow me one more:

The Invisible Magnetic River.

For all of the years that I’ve been teaching storytelling in college classrooms and summer workshops, the writers in the room more often than not find it easy to grasp terms like character, setting, plot, and dialogue, but all of us—myself included—struggle when it comes to terms like “meaning” and “theme.”

What does a story mean?

To be honest, I hate that question. Too many of us were taught in high school or college to approach a work of literature as if it were a puzzle. As if once we figure out what it means, we can close the book.

But that’s not why we read. Reading great stories is an experience, not a mere gathering of information.

To my mind, the use of the term “theme” is even worse. It suggests a moral lesson, inserted by the author (usually a dead white male author), something about man, or nature, or perhaps an immense symbolic bleached creature of the sea. It suggests that instead of writing compelling stories, we are all just writing sermons, cautionary lessons to instruct the unwashed masses.

So eventually I devised my own metaphor to replace “meaning” or “theme,” my own way of trying to guide writers toward the intuitive cloudbank of emotion, metaphor, image, and idea that makes a piece of fiction or nonfiction, novel or memoir, more than just a collection of scenes or observations, but something greater than the sum of its many parts.

How does a piece of writing open up into something wide and powerful, or reflect a deeper truth that is, to quote the poet Langston Hughes, “older than the flow of human blood in human veins”?7

That’s where the Invisible Magnetic River comes in.

Every good story, to my mind, has one.

Why Invisible?


Because thesis sentences are dull, flat, and awkward.

Because once you say a thing out loud it often becomes less potent.

Because a truth you discover for
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