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I wasted ten years of prime writing life because of the Big Lie.

In my twenties, I gave up the dream of becoming a writer because I had

been told that writing could not be taught. Writers are born, people said. You

either have what it takes or you don’t, and if you don’t you’ll never get it.

My first writing efforts didn’t have it. I thought I was doomed. Outside

of my high school English teacher, Mrs. Marjorie Bruce, I didn’t get any

encouragement at all.

In college, I took a writing course taught by Raymond Carver. I looked

at the stuff he wrote; I looked at my stuff.

It wasn’t the same.

Because writing can’t be taught.

I started to believe it. I figured I didn’t have it and never would.

So I did other stuff. Like go to law school. Like join a law firm. Like give

up my dream.

But the itch to write would not go away.

At age thirty-four, I read an interview with a lawyer who’d had a novel

published. And what he said hit me in my lengthy briefs. He said he’d had an

accident and was almost killed. In the hospital, given a second chance at life,

he decided the one thing he wanted was to be a writer. And he would write

and write, even if he never got published because that was what he wanted.

Well, I wanted it, too.

But the Big Lie was still there, hovering around my brain, mocking me.

Especially when I began to study the craft of writing.

I went out and bought my first book on fiction writing. It was Lawrence

Block’s Writing the Novel. I also bought Syd Field’s book on screenwriting

because anyone living in Los Angeles who has opposable thumbs is required

to write a screenplay.
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And I discovered the most incredible thing. The Big Lie was a lie. A 

person could learn how to write because I was learning.

how i became a happy plotter
While in the throes of the Big Lie, the most frustrating thing to me was Plot.

Because what I wrote didn’t have it.

I would read short stories and novels, and wonder how the writers did it.

How did they get all this great story material? The Big Lie said they had it in

their heads, naturally, and it just flowed out on the page as they went along.

I tried it. I tried to let plot flow. But what came out on the page was

dreadful. No plot! No story! Zip! 

But when I began to learn about the craft, I saw that plotting had 

elements I could learn. And I found out about structure: when plot 

elements were put in a certain order, a stronger story resulted.

I can still remember the day it came together for me. It was an

epiphany. All of a sudden, something clicked in my head. The pieces started

to fit. The Jell-O hardened.

About a year later, I had a screenplay optioned. Then another.

Then I wrote a novel. It was published.

Then I got a five-book fiction contract. I wrote those books, and they

were published, too.

Suddenly, I took a deep breath and looked behind me. Somehow, some

way, I had learned how to write after all.

The Big Lie was exposed.

I was so ticked off about the Big Lie that I started teaching others what

I’d learned about the craft of writing. I wanted new writers to know that

they weren’t doomed to stay where they were. They could learn craft, as I

did. I never taught fancy theory, just nuts and bolts. Things that worked for

me, that new writers could understand and use right now.

And then a funny thing happened. Some of my students started selling

their books.

I still find this the most satisfying part of the whole deal.

And this is what I hope you will learn. Let’s replace the Big Lie with the

Truth. The Truth is that craft can be taught and that you, with diligence and

practice and patience, can improve your writing. This is one book that’s

going to be as practical on that score as I can make it.
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what it takes to learn plot
My high school basketball coach was a strict disciplinarian. If it had been up

to me, I would have spent my practice time shooting jump shots. But Coach

made us do fundamental drills—dribbling, passing, cutting, setting picks.

And, of course, the dreaded wind sprints when we messed up.

We all hated the drudgery, but come game time, we knew we were bet-

ter players for it. And all of his teams overachieved.

If you want to break through with this thing called craft, you’ll need to

be your own disciplinarian. Here are some things you can do to become

your own plotting coach. Tweak them to fit your preferences, but use them.

You’ll like the results.

Otherwise, I may have to make you do wind sprints.

[ 1 ] Get motivated. I remember the exact date I decided I was going to be 

a writer. I jotted this in my journal: “Today I resolve to take writing 

seriously, to keep going and never stop, to learn everything I can and

make it as a writer.”

Remember, this was after I was steeped in the Big Lie. So what I

wrote was a declaration of independence of sorts.

Why don’t you do the same? Write a statement of purpose, one that

gets you excited, and print it. Put it on your wall where you can see it

every day.

The next thing I did was buy a black coffee mug with Writer written

in gold across it. I would look at that cup every day to remind me of my

commitment. In fact, on days when the writing drags, I’ll look at it again.

It gives me a fresh jolt of enthusiasm.

Come up with your own item of visual motivation. It might be

inspirational words taped to your computer, a photograph of an

admired writer (on my wall I have a shot of Stephen King, feet up on

his writing desk and dog under his chair, revising a manuscript), or

your own rendering of your first novel’s cover (be lavish in the critical

praise on the back!).

I was also motivated early on by going to bookstores and browsing in

the bestseller section. I’d look at the authors’ pictures and bios, I’d read

their openings (and think I can do this!), and I’d imagine what my face

would look like on the back of a dust jacket (nicely retouched, of course).

Then—and this is crucial—I’d race back to my office and start writing.
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Find some ritual that gets your juices flowing, and don’t waste it.

Turn it into words on the page.

[ 2 ] Try stuff. Just reading a book on plotting is not going to make you a

better writer. You have to try out what you learn, see if you get it, and

try some more. You test the principles in the fire of the blank page.

As you read this book, take time to digest and then apply what you

learn about plot and structure to your own writing.

I love books on writing. I have shelves full of them. I’ve read every

one with a yellow highlighter. Then I’ve reread almost all of them with

a red, felt-tip pen, marking things I missed the first time.

Then I’ve gone through most of them a third time, writing out new

insights on a yellow legal pad.

Then I’ve taken my notes and typed them up.

What I’m doing is digesting the material as deeply as I possibly can.

I want it to be part of me. I want it there when I write my next novel.

So please be on the lookout for new techniques in the craft of fiction

writing, and try them out yourself. This is how you learn and grow.

[ 3 ] Stay loose. Writing is never any good when it is done in the grip of

anxiety. A tense brain freezes creativity. If you try to make writing too

much of a military exercise, if you go at it with a clenched jaw and fevered

brow, you’ll be working against yourself. The guidelines in this book will

give you material to work with and techniques that can help you. Your job

is to write, as Brenda Ueland puts it, “freely and rollickingly.”

[ 4 ] “First get it written, then get it right.” I can’t remember who said

them, but these are words of wisdom. Don’t spend too much time 

worrying and fretting and tinkering with your first draft. The guidelines

in this book will help you not only in the planning of your plot and the

writing of it, but most of all when you get to the revision stage. Your job

with that first draft is to pour yourself onto the page. In Zen in the Art

of Writing: Essays on Creativity, Ray Bradbury says, “Let the world burn

through you. Throw the prism light, white hot, on paper.”

[ 5 ] Set a quota. Writing is how you learn to write. Writing daily, as a 

discipline, is the best way to learn.

Most successful fiction writers make a word goal and stick to it. A

time goal can easily be squandered as you sit and agonize over sentences

or paragraphs. Sure you were at your writing desk for three hours, but

what did you produce? Write a certain number of words instead.
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I have a spreadsheet that logs my words. I record the number of

words I write on my projects. The spreadsheet automatically tallies my

daily and weekly production.

I review this log each week. If I’m not making my quota, I give

myself a talking to and get back on track.

But be kind to yourself. If you don’t make your quota one day or

one week, forget about it. Get to work on your new week.

The daily writing of words, once it becomes a habit, will be the

most fruitful discipline of your writing life. You’ll be amazed at how

productive you’ll become, and how much you’ll learn about the craft.

But if you’re one of those writers who thinks he needs inspiration

to write, then I ask you to please follow the advice of Peter DeVries:

“I only write when I’m inspired, and I make sure I’m inspired every

morning at 9 a.m.”

[ 6 ] Don’t give up. The main difference between successful writers and

unsuccessful writers is persistence. There are legions of published 

novelists who went years and years without acceptance. They continued

to write because that’s what they were inside, writers. That’s what you

are. That’s why you’re reading this book. Whenever I hear from students

I’ve taught at writers’ conferences, I always end my communication

with them with two words: Keep writing.

In the end, that’s the best advice there is.

Are you ready now? Are you convinced of the Truth? Do you dream of

writing novels with plots that keep readers up at night? Then come along.

I’m going to do my very best to show you how.
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Plot happens.

You might be one of those writers who likes to have the story all worked

out in your mind before you write your novel. You preplan, plan, and revise

the plan before writing. Maybe you have index cards all over your wall or

you store your scenes in your computer.

Or you might be one of those seat-of-the-pants writers who loves to

plop down each day at the computer or over a pad of paper and just write,

letting the story flow without planning, anxious to see what your wild

writer’s mind comes up with.

You could also be a ’tweener who does a bit of planning but still seeks

some surprise and spontaneity in the daily output of words.

No matter what kind of novelist you are, there’s one thing you will have

when you’ve completed your manuscript—a plot.

It might be a lousy plot, a disjointed plot, a mess, or a masterpiece. But

the plot will be there, staring you in the face.

The only question at that point will be, “Does it work?”

By “work” I mean connect with readers. That’s the function of plot after

all. The reading experience is supposed to transport people, move them

through the power of story. Plot is the power grid that makes it happen.

You may be one of those writers who doesn’t care if your novel connects

with readers. You write what you want, the way you want it, and that’s that.

Writing is its own reward. If someone happens to like it, fine. But you don’t

want to be bothered with bourgeois concepts like plot.

Fine. No one’s forcing you to connect with readers. But if you want

readers, if you dream of writing novels that get published and sell, then you

have to give plotting its due. Because that’s what agents, publishers, and

chapter 1

[ what’s a plot, anyway? ]

plot  / ‘plät / n.: 1. A small piece of ground, general-

ly used for burying dead people, including writers.

2. A plan, as for designing a building or novel.

*

*



readers think about when they open books. Consciously or not, they are

asking questions:

• What’s this story about? 

• Is anything happening? 

• Why should I keep reading? 

• Why should I care?

These are all plot questions, and if you want to make it as a writer of

novel-length fiction, you must learn how to answer them satisfactorily,

wonderfully, surprisingly.

That’s what this book is about.

“What about character?” you might ask. “Can’t I just write about a 

fascinating character and see what happens?”

Yes. The what happens is your plot. And, as with any plot, it can turn

out flabby and incoherent even with great characters. This book will help

you avoid that outcome.

How about a stream-of-consciousness novel? One that’s all about the

language, and can’t be limited by such mundane matters as plotting?

It’s a stretch to call such a thing a novel. Fiction, yes. I’ll even accept

experimental novel. It might be fascinating in its own right, but is it really a

story? I suppose that’s an academic debate.

But if you’re interested in selling your books, plot is something you

need to wrestle with.

And wrestling makes you stronger. Even if you ultimately decide, as a

writer, that you want to forget about plotting conventions, the effort to

understand them will serve you well. You’ll become a better novelist.

views on plot
Some writers, critics, and other assorted literati sniff at plotting as a tool of

craft. A synonym for plotting, in this mindset, is slumming, something

decent people just don’t do.

Author Jean Hanff Korelitz sums up this thinking. She wrote about her

experience as a young editorial assistant in New York trying to be a novelist.

She and her contemporaries were snobs about literary prose, she says,

elevating wordsmithery above such mundane matters as telling a good story.

But then Ms. Korelitz ended up writing a legal thriller, and discovered—
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gasp—that she liked it! Her mind was changed, as you’ll see below in this

excerpt from “Story Love,” which appeared on Salon.com:

When you get right down to it, there’s something uniquely satisfying in being

gripped by a great plot, in begrudging whatever real-world obligations might

prevent you from finding out what happens next. And it is especially satisfying

to surrender to an author who is utterly in command of a thrilling and original

story, an author capable of playing us like fish, of letting us get worried, then

riled up, then complacent and then finally blowing us away when the final

shocks are delivered.

Ms. Korelitz ultimately concluded that, while glorious prose is a fine thing,

“without an enthralling story, it’s just so much verbal tapioca.”

Now, if verbal tapioca is your thing, we have a First Amendment that

guarantees your right to produce it.

But if you want readers, you must consider plot, whether you sniff at it

or not.

the power of story
Plot and structure both serve the larger enterprise—story. In the end, that’s

what this whole novel thing is about. Telling a story in a way that transports

the reader. Let’s talk a little about that.

If a reader picks up a book and remains in his own world, there was no

point in picking up the book in the first place. What the reader seeks is an

experience that is other. Other than what he normally sees each day.

Story is how he gets there. A good story transports the reader to a new

place via experience. Not through arguments or facts, but through the

illusion that life is taking place on the page. Not his life. Someone else’s.

Your characters’ lives.

Author James N. Frey calls this the fictive dream, and that’s accurate.

When we dream, we experience that as reality.

I still get those late-for-an-important-event dreams. When I was in

school, it was usually a test. Lately, it’s been a speaking engagement or a

meeting with some important person relating to my work.

I’m late, and I realize it with about two minutes left, though I’m miles

away and can move only in slow motion. And everything I do seems to create

a further obstacle.
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You see what’s happening? Conflict. Story. Experience.

I’ll leave it to the professionals to determine what this indicates about

my psyche. But as writers, we need to understand that story is how readers

dream. They demand it.

Plot and structure help them get into the dream and keep them there.

Agent Donald Maass, who has written a superb book called Writing the

Breakout Novel, is of the opinion that story is what sells the book—not

advertising, not a huge promotional budget—but story. And he believes the

key to long-term success as a novelist is the ability to write book after book

that builds up an audience. How? The power of story:

What causes consumers to get excited about a work of fiction? Reviews? Few

see them. Awards or nominations? Most folks are oblivious to them. Covers?

Good ones can cause a consumer to lift a book from its shelf, but covers are

only wrapping. Classy imprints? When was the last time you purchased a novel

because of the logo on the spine? Big advances? Does the public know, let

alone care? Agents with clout? Sad to say, that is not a cause of consumer

excitement. In reality there is one reason, and one reason only, that readers 

get excited about a novel: great storytelling.

Plot and structure help you reach that mark.

plot made simple
In college, I signed up for chess lessons from a fellow who promised I’d be

able to compete with master players. He assured me he could teach the basic

principles that, if applied, would give me a solid foundation for a good

game against anyone. Though I might not win, I’d certainly not look like a

fool. From there it would be a matter of applying my talent (if I had any) to

study and practice.

He was right. I learned to play a solid game of chess. And while I 

probably can’t go more than fifteen moves with Garry Kasparov—one of

the world’s greatest chess players—at least he’d know he wasn’t playing a

chucklehead. By applying the principles I learned, I can play a decent game

of chess.

It’s the same with plotting the novel. There are a few basics that, if

understood and applied, will help you come up with a solid plot every time.
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How far you go from there is, like most things, a matter of plain old hard

work and practice.

After analyzing hundreds of plots, I’ve developed a simple set of

foundational principles called the LOCK system. LOCK stands for Lead,

Objective, Confrontation, and Knockout. We’ll talk about each of these in

detail later. For now, here’s a quick overview. Even if you get nothing else

out of this book, a grip on the LOCK system will serve you well your whole

writing career.

L Is for Lead
Imagine a guy on a New York City street corner with a Will Work for

Food sign. Interesting? Not very. We’ve seen it many times before, and we

wouldn’t stand and watch him for a minute.

But what if the guy was dressed in a tuxedo, and his sign said Will Tap

Dance for Food? Hmm, a little more interesting. Maybe he has a yellow pad

and the sign says, Will Write Novel for Food. I might buy him a hamburger

to see what he comes up with.

The point here is that a strong plot starts with an interesting Lead 

character. In the best plots, that Lead is compelling, someone we have to

watch throughout the course of the novel.

This does not mean the Lead has to be entirely sympathetic. This point

hit me one day years ago when I was browsing the paperbacks at my local

library.

I was looking at the new releases when I saw they’d brought in a new

paperback version of An American Tragedy by Theodore Dreiser. I’d never

read it and didn’t know much about Dreiser, though I knew vaguely that his

literary reputation has suffered in recent years.

But I also knew the novel was the basis of one of my all-time favorite

movies, A Place in the Sun, starring Elizabeth Taylor and Montgomery Clift.

So I checked it out, all 814 pages of it, not expecting to actually read the

whole thing, but just to skim and see how similar it was to the movie.

Well, I had one of those wondrous reading experiences where I got

sucked in. Big time. And as a budding novelist, I asked myself why. The

book’s style is everything the critics said it was: ponderous, heavy-handed, at

times sloppy. On page 156 is the sentence: “Gilbert chilled and bristled.” And

on page 157: “Gilbert bristled and chilled.” I couldn’t make that up.

In fact, the New York Times once called An American Tragedy the “worst
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written great book ever.” But something makes it a great book, even though

the Lead character, Clyde Griffiths, is not a nice guy. We first meet Clyde, the

son of fundamentalist evangelists, at sixteen, and then watch as he descends

to the point that he lets his pregnant lover drown.

Why does it work? 

Because Clyde is compelling, though negative. Because Dreiser gets us

into his head, there is a “car wreck” dynamic at work here. Just as people

slow down to look at wreckage, we can’t resist seeing what happens to fully

drawn human beings who make an unalterable mess of their lives. A skilled

novelist can make us feel that “there but for the grace of God go I.”

(Note to readers: This book uses the simplest model—one Lead character

involved in the main plot—for teaching purposes. Mastering this will enable

you to approach increasingly complicated situations later, for example, a

multi-viewpoint novel. See chapter eight for more on complex plots.)

O Is for Objective 
Back to our Will Work for Food guy. What if he tossed down his sign, put a

parachute on his back, and started climbing the Empire State Building? 

Interest zooms. Why?

This character has an objective. A want. A desire.

Objective is the driving force of fiction. It generates forward motion

and keeps the Lead from just sitting around.

An objective can take either of two forms: to get something or to get

away from something.

• The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon is about a girl lost in the woods

who desperately wants to get back to civilization.

• In Jaws, Brody desperately wants to get the shark.

• In Rose Madder, Rose wants to get away from her psycho husband.

• In The Firm, Mitch McDeere wants to get away from the Mafia.

Solid plots have one and only one dominant objective for the 

Lead character. This forms the “story question”—will the Lead realize 

her objective?

You want readers to worry about the story question, so the objective has

to be essential to the well-being of the Lead. If the Lead doesn’t get it (or get

away from it), her life will take a tremendous hit for the worse.

Here are a few hints on making that objective crucial.
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If the objective is related to staying alive, that always fits the bill. Most

suspense novels have the threat of death hanging over the Lead from the

start. Death can also hang over others—Clarice Starling in The Silence of the

Lambs is driven to stop Buffalo Bill before he kills another innocent victim.

Not all objectives have to involve death, however. The essential thing is

that it is crucial to that Lead’s sense of well-being.

Consider Oscar in Neil Simon’s play, The Odd Couple. He is a very

happy slob. Nothing pleases him more than smoky poker games in his

apartment, and he not cleaning up afterward. He takes in his suicidal friend,

Felix, out of compassion. But Felix is a clean nut. Eventually, this drives

Oscar crazy. If he doesn’t get rid of Felix, his happy life as a slob will be

ruined! The story works because Simon establishes just how important

being sloppy is to Oscar’s happiness.

C Is for Confrontation
Now our human fly is halfway up the Empire State Building. We already know

he’s interesting because he has an objective, and with a little imagination, you

can think up a reason why this is crucial to his well-being.

Is there anything we can do to ratchet up the engrossment level? Yes!

New York City cops are trying to stop him. They have plans to nab him

around floor 65. Worse yet, a mad sniper across Fifth Avenue has him in his

sights. Suddenly, things are a lot more interesting.

The reason is confrontation. Opposition from characters and outside

forces brings your story fully to life. If your Lead moves toward his objective

without anything in his way, we deprive readers of what they secretly want:

worry. Readers want to fret about the Lead, keeping an intense emotional

involvement all the way through the novel.

Some wise old scribe once put it this way: “Get your protagonist up a

tree. Throw rocks at him. Then get him down.”

Throwing rocks means putting obstacles in your Lead’s way. Make

things tough on him. Never let him off easy.

K Is for Knockout
I once asked an old sports writer why he thought boxing was so popular. He

smacked his fist into his hand. “Pow!” he said, letting his arm fall like a sack

of potatoes.

People watch boxing for the knockout, he explained. They’ll accept a
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decision, but they prefer to see one fighter kissing the canvas. What they

hate is a draw. That doesn’t satisfy anyone.

Readers of commercial fiction want to see a knockout at the end. A 

literary novel can play with a bit more ambiguity. In either case, the ending

must have knockout power.

A great ending can leave the reader satisfied, even if the rest of the book is

somewhat weak (assuming the reader decides to stick around until the end).

But a weak ending will leave the reader with a feeling of disappointment, even

if the book up to that point is strong.

So take your Lead through the journey toward her objective, and then

send the opposition to the mat.

Our human fly can make it to the top victoriously or fall tragically. He

can crawl through a window that is a metaphor for a new life. The range of

endings is massive.

Personally, I’d like to see him make it and write a best-selling novel

about the experience.

how many plots are there?
While there are a number of plot varieties (see chapter twelve for a discussion

of patterns in plot), you can boil them all down and fit them into the LOCK

system. A Lead with an intense objective, thrust into confrontation, runs

through the story until it ends.

Let’s see how this stacks up against some popular plots.

How about Love? Sure, that’s simple. Boy wants girl. Girl denies boy his

objective. He battles to win her love. He confronts her resistance by buying

her flowers, singing her songs, protecting her from bad guys and all that

romantic stuff. He gets her at the end or not. That’s one variety of the 

love plot.

You can substitute the boy’s and girl’s families as the opposing forces, and

you come up with another variety of the love story. See Romeo and Juliet.

Take another plot, Change. Here, the plot focuses on an inner transfor-

mation in the Lead character. The Lead desires to stay as he is. Forces 

arise that challenge his complacency. He tries to resist the forces. But he is

overcome at the end, and he changes. See A Christmas Carol.

Objectives can be external or internal. The confrontation can be physical

or psychological. But the LOCK system works in all cases.
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Your book can be literary or commercial, and you have a huge platter of

plot varieties to choose from. But if you keep a compelling Lead battling to

achieve his desire, you’re going to have a solid story every time. As novelist

and writing teacher Barnaby Conrad puts it, “Once you get a character with

a problem, a serious problem, ‘plotting’ is just a fancy name for how he or

she tries to get out of the predicament.”

what’s this about literary and 
commercial plots?
The difference between a literary and a commercial plot is a matter of feel

and emphasis.

A literary plot often is more leisurely in its pace. Literary fiction is 

usually more about the inner life of a character than it is about the fast-

paced action.

A commercial plot, on the other hand, is mostly about action, things

happening to the characters from the outside.

A commercial plot often feels like this:

*

rising action

actions, 
forward motion

climax, 
knockout 
ending

setbacks,
problems,
obstacles



Of course these are overly simplistic diagrams. There can be both 

literary and commercial elements in a book.

Scott Smith’s A Simple Plan reads like a literary novel—what happens

inside the first-person narrator is primary—while moving ahead like a 

commercial crime novel.

The strength of Stephen King’s commercial plots is in his characteriza-

tions. He always seems to be writing about real people, and not merely players

for his high-concept concoctions.

Literary fiction is much more comfortable with ambiguities. The 

endings may be downers or leave the reader wondering. We don’t know

what’s going to happen to Holden at the end of The Catcher in the Rye,

and that’s part of the power of the book.

In commercial fiction, you usually have the good guy winning over the

bad guy.

Sometimes literary fiction is called character driven, and commercial 

fiction, plot driven. Plot driven usually means heavy on the action and light

on character work. Character driven, on the other hand, often implies a

slower story with less action and more interior work.

I find this to be an arbitrary and unhelpful distinction. All plots are 

character driven. Without a character facing trouble that is understandable to

the reader, you don’t have a plot at all. That’s why LOCK begins with Lead.

Further, you can have all the action in the world, but if your characters

don’t ring true, your story will fail.
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*

A literary plot often feels like this:

inner journey
hopeful ending

downbeat or
ambiguous ending



Instead, I will use the more common markers literary and commercial if

only because that’s how bookstores and critics and readers often think.

But plots need characters, and characters need plots.
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Literary vs. Commercial Fiction: Two Simple Suggestions

Keep these tips in mind as you construct either literary or commercial 
fiction:

[ 1 ] If you write literary fiction, add a good sense of pace and even a
commercial element or two. You may find you like these elements.
You will probably find your readers do, too. 

[ 2 ] If you write commercial fiction, deepen your characters. This will
make the story much more satisfying to readers.

>

won’t this lead to formulaic writing?
Some writers object to thinking about plot because it may lead to formulaic

writing. They miss a critical distinction. Why does something become a for-

mula in the first place? Because it works!

Here is a formula for an omelet: Crack a couple of eggs. Scramble 

them. Heat up a skillet. Butter it. Pour in the eggs. Cook them a bit. Add

ingredients. Fold the eggs over the ingredients. Serve.

This is a formula that works. But notice the variables.

Depending on the cook and the experience level, the omelet can be 

delicious, a disaster, or something in between.

And with the addition of certain spices, the flavor can vary.

It’s still an omelet, it’s still a formula, but it has a whole range of outcomes.

Same with plotting. There are principles that work. But used alone they

don’t guarantee an original novel. You still have to add your spices, your

skills, your talent.

Knowing why plots work is freeing. Master the principles, and you’re at

liberty to add all of your personal touches.

Good chefs have their secret spices, ingredients they use to give their

creations something extra and unique. For writers, the spices you add to

make your plot your own include characters, setting, and dialogue.



Characters
In his book, The Art of Creative Writing, Lajos Egri asserts that the key to

originality in fiction comes from characters. “Living, vibrating human

beings are still the secret and magic formula of great and enduring writing.

Read, or better, study the immortals and you will be forced to conclude that

their unusual penetration into human character is what has kept their work

fresh and alive through the centuries. …”

Note the word formula.

Let’s test this.

What is it that sets Dickens apart in our minds? Fagin and Wilkins

Micawber; Uriah Heep and Miss Havisham; Peggotty and Barkis. Characters

who sparkle in his plots like jewels.

How about a more contemporary example? I mentioned Stephen King.

Study his work and you will see that his character development is every 

bit as original as his plot lines. The two work together. Take a look at the

myriad characters in The Stand; you will not find a dullard anywhere.

Don’t let any of your characters plop into your plot like plain vanilla.

Spice them up.

Settings
Can you take us to a place we’ve never been before? That will enliven any

plot. And I don’t necessarily mean some place far away from home,

although that’s an option.

It could mean simply setting your scenes in places that are fresh.

How many times do we have conversations between two potential lovers

in a restaurant? Back and forth they go, with the only original element being

what they are served by the waiter.

Why not put them in a tree house? Or on the subway stuck in a tunnel?

Or underneath the boardwalk by the sea? 

Setting also includes the details of life surrounding the Lead character.

Tom Clancy created a whole new genre called techno-thriller because he put

his hero, Jack Ryan, into a world of complex military hardware. That was new.

Readers love to read about the details of other people’s working lives.

Do research. Immerse yourself in some occupation, either by training

for it or by interviewing an expert about it.

Whatever you do, don’t show characters practicing their chosen profes-

sions in the same old predictable way. Dig deeper and find original details.
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You can still write about cops and lawyers and truck drivers, but only if you

give them updated challenges and settings. Find out what they are and spice

up your writing.

Dialogue
Dialogue is a great opportunity to spice up your plots. Don’t waste it!

Dialogue helps to create original characters and move the plot along. If

it isn’t doing either of those things, it probably should be cut.

While the subject of dialogue alone is worthy of another book in this

series, here are a few tips for freshening plot through dialogue. First, make

sure your characters have unique ways of speaking. No two characters

should sound exactly alike. And second, the words they use should tell us

something about who they are.

If a character is the charge-ahead type, he’ll speak that way. His words

will be forceful and direct. Sam Spade in Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese

Falcon is like that. Here he confronts the odd little intruder, Joel Cairo:

I’ve got you by the neck, Cairo. You’ve walked in and tied yourself up, plenty

strong enough to suit the police, with last night’s killing. Well, now you’ll have

to play with me or else.

But the dandy Cairo, smelling faintly of gardenia, uses fancier verbiage:

I made somewhat extensive inquiries about you before taking any action, and

was assured that you were far too reasonable to allow other considerations to

interfere with profitable business relations.

We know, simply from the words, that these are two very different characters.

Think of dialogue as weapons used in the plot. Plot is about confrontation.

It’s a battle. So verbal weapons are naturally going to be employed by charac-

ters who are trying to outmaneuver each other.

There is a whole range of weaponry to choose from—anger, epithets,

pouting, name-calling, dodging—virtually anything from the arsenal of

human interaction.

John D. MacDonald’s The Executioners (the basis for the two Cape Fear

movies) is about a lawyer, Sam Bowden, whose family is stalked by the sadistic

rapist Max Cady. Cady’s first act is poisoning the family dog, Marilyn. Sam

has not been totally up front with his wife, Carol. She challenges him:

“I’m not a child and I’m not a fool and I resent being … overprotected.” 
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Her volley is direct, telling him she resents the coddling. Sam responds:

“I should have told you. I’m sorry.”

Sam’s apology is meant to diminish his wife’s anger. But his words ring hol-

low to her, and she continues to advance:

“So now this Cady can roam around at will and poison our dog and work his

way up to the children. Which do you think he’ll start on first? The oldest or 

the youngest?”

“Carol, honey. Please.”

“I’m a hysterical woman? You are so damn right. I am a hysterical woman.”

Carol uses sarcasm, Sam tries again to soften her up, and she responds with a

bitter observation and a curse word. Sam the lawyer tries another tack:

“We haven’t any proof it was Cady.”

She threw a towel into the sink. “Listen to me. I have proof it was Cady.

I’ve got that proof. It’s not the kind of proof you would like. No evidence. No

testimony. Nothing legalistic. I just know.”

Seeing that this has no effect on her husband, Carol quickly shifts and

brings out her heavy artillery:

“What kind of a man are you? This is your family. Marilyn was part of your 

family. Are you going to look up all the precedents and prepare a brief?”

She has attacked both his manhood and his profession. Sam attempts an

answer but Carol cuts him off (interruptions are good weapons, too):

“You don’t know how—”

“I don’t know anything. This is happening because of something you did a

long time ago.”

“Something I had to do.”

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t have. You tell me the man hates you. You

don’t think he’s sane. So do something about him!”

Carol wants instant action, and Sam knows he can’t provide it. The stress of

the situation brings out weaponlike dialogue.

The plot moves ahead with originality and pace because dialogue is

used as a weapon.
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A clue points to the mayor’s office as the source of a possible

hit on the mayor. How could that be? As Sam and Art close in 

on some answers, trouble comes their way in the form of an 

assassination attempt. The two of them figure out that there is

something very big going on behind the scenes. A conspiracy? 

This clue is the second doorway. Sam is going to be forced to 

confront a much bigger problem than he thought.

ACT 3 
Sam begins to focus on the mayor’s chief of staff. He follows him

around, but is not satisfied with what he sees.

He gets a call from the hospital informing him that his wife has

overdosed on sleeping pills and nearly died.

Torn between his personal and professional obligations, Sam

almost gives up his job. But then he discovers that the chief of

staff is having an affair with the mayor’s window. The clues fall 

into place.

Sam confronts the two of them and is almost killed by their hit

men accomplices. But he survives.

Sam quits the force to dedicate himself to his family.

[ 6 ] Create chapter summary lines. For each act, start creating one-line

summaries of possible chapters. Again, you can put these on index

cards or simply list them. You will be manipulating them a lot, so be

flexible. Some of your chapter lines for act one might go like this:

Prologue: The mayor is murdered.

Chapter 1: Sam questions a witness in an unrelated homicide. The 

witness freaks out.

Chapter 2: Sam is dressed down by his captain for being 

overzealous.

Chapter 3: Sam gets drunk and complains to his partner. Doesn’t

want to go home.

Chapter 4: At home, Sam yells at his wife and daughter. His 

wife drinks.

Chapter 5: A newspaper reporter corners Sam about the witness 

incident. Sam is assigned the case with a partner, Art Lopez.

Chapter 6: The killer’s point of view: watching the news on TV.
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And so on. This part of your outlining can take a long time, and it

should. Give yourself a realistic deadline and strive to meet it.

Lay out your plot on index cards or in some other form so you can

get the big picture. Give yourself some time away and then come back

to your plot once more for fine-tuning. Maybe you’re going to want to

add or subtract scenes. In fact, you should.

[ 7 ] Do full chapter summaries. Expand your chapter lines into short 

summaries of the scenes you are going to write. Put down the locations,

times, and characters involved. See chapter seven on scene writing.

Strive to keep these summaries to less than 250 words. For example:

CHAPTER 1 
We meet Sam Jones as he is in the middle of questioning a Korean

store owner who witnessed a shooting outside his store. The 

perpetrator was black and the victim apparently white, though the

storeowner is unclear about who was who. This neighborhood has

been the scene of racial tensions, and Sam feels the need to get a

quick solution. Sam is also a little on edge, thinking about his wife

and daughter at home. Things have not been going well there lately,

and it is affecting his work. Sam is resentful about that. But he

keeps his attention on the store owner, a middle-aged man who is

full of fear. Sam knows that this witness is withholding information

because he is afraid of retaliation. Despite Sam’s assurances that he

will be safe, the storeowner resists. Sam has had it and starts yelling

at the store owner that he better be worried about what Sam will

do if he doesn’t cooperate. The store owner freaks out and starts

screaming. He runs out of his store where he is nicked by a kid 

on a bike. This freaks him out even more and he starts threatening,

“Lawsuit! Lawsuit!” Sam rolls his eyes. Another wonderful night as

a New York cop.

[ 8 ] Take a breather. You deserve it.

[ 9 ] Write your novel. Follow the chapter summaries, step by step, as 

you write your book. If you come to a place where you’re absolutely

compelled to deviate from your outline, pause and think about it, and 

if need be, change the outline from that point forward. Yes, it involves

work and new chapter summaries. But you are an OP, and you love this.

[ 10 ] Revise your novel. See the next chapter.
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E X E R C I S E  1

Answer the following questions quickly, recording your first response:

[ A ] When you go to a party, you most look forward to:

1. Seeing old friends 2. Meeting new people

[ B ] If you had to choose which music to listen to, you would choose:

1. Classical 2. Rock

[ C ] What subject were you better at in school:

1. Math 2. Art

[ D ] How would your closest friend place you between:

1. Control freak 2. Wild child

[ E ] Whom would you rather spend an hour with:

1. William F. Buckley 2. Jack Black 

[ F ] You most like:

1. Security 2. Surprises

[ G ] You would be happier as a:

1. Software developer 2. Poet

All right, this was a little unscientific. But honestly, if you have mostly ones, you probably

fall on the OP side of the continuum. If you have mostly twos, you might very well be a

NOP. Choose a system that fits your “profile” and give it a try.

E X E R C I S E  2

Make a list of your favorite novels. Put down at least ten titles. Now look at the list. Is

there a similarity to them? Are they heavy on plot and action, or do you prefer more 

character-driven books? Or is there a mix?

There are more NOPs on the literary/character-driven side, and more OPs on the 

commercial/plot-driven side. Take this into account in choosing a system. You should be

writing the type of novel you most like to read.
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[ revising your plot ]

We’ve all heard that writing is rewriting. True. But how do you rewrite? What

do you work on first? What do you decide to keep and what do you toss?

This chapter is an attempt to give you a systematic approach to revision.

Whether you are a NOP or an OP, left-brained or a righty, your plot will only

get stronger if you give it some cool, rational attention.

Ernest Hemingway had a rather personal way to describe first drafts. To

paraphrase, he said all of them are like, ahem, biological waste.

I don’t think I’d go quite that far. Hemingway, after all, ran with the

bulls, so he knew how to fling it. There is some truth in what he said,

however. The first draft exists to be rewritten.

getting the first draft done
You’ve got to have something to revise, so rule number one is finish that

first draft!

What’s the best way to do that?

Follow one of the systems in this book (see chapter ten). Then write it

as quickly as you comfortably can.

This means you don’t spend hours, Proust-like, laboring over pages and

words. You can do that later. Oh, you can linger a little, looking for just the

right style, but keep pushing ahead. Set a good-sized word quota for each day,

and then write on through to the end. This is the “what’s happening” draft.

The reason you press on is that your heart will be eager to take your

imagination in hand and explore fictional possibilities. If you stop and get

chapter 11

Let your characters have their way. Let your secret

life be lived. Then at your leisure, in the succeeding

weeks, months or years, you let the story cool off

and then, instead of rewriting, you relive it.

—RAY BRADBURY

*

*
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too technical, too concerned with getting it exactly right, you may never

find the most original parts of your story. A promising road or rivulet may

lie forever undiscovered! Even if you’re an OP, be a little like Lewis and

Clark on that first draft. Try things.

You can edit your previous day’s work before moving on, but that’s it.

Fight the temptation to go back and do more.

You can also use the step-back technique (see chapter fourteen) but

only to make sure you have your bearings—use the LOCK system to analyze

your story so far.

Keep writing. Get to the end. Don’t allow yourself to abandon the 

project. You must finish what you write.

But what, you ask, if I have a chaotic mess at the end?

Celebrate. This is the way it usually is, even for veteran novelists.

Stephen King describes seeing his first draft as “an alien relic bought at a

junk-shop or yard sale where you can hardly remember stopping.”

You OPs may feel you’ve got things pretty well in hand at the end of the

first draft. If you have followed your outline, the LOCK system, and the

three-act structure, chances are it will indeed have a solid foundation.

But now’s your chance to change things for the better. Here are the

steps in the revision process.

Step 1: Let It Cool
Your first draft needs a cooling-off period. So forget all about your novel

and do something else. You might try some different forms of writing 

during this period, just to stretch and grow. Write some poems, essays,

or op-ed pieces. Or begin work on your next novel. You’re a writer, not

someone who has written a book.

All the while, your first draft is cooling in the recesses of your brain,

where a lot of good stuff happens, unnoticed.

After two or three weeks you’re ready for the revision process to really

kick in.

Step 2: Get Mentally Prepared
Writers vary in their embrace of revision. “I don’t like writing,” some say. “I

like having written.”

For others, the rewriting process is like getting to take the final exam

over again. And again. And each time your grade gets better.
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Whatever camp you fall into, do some things to get mentally ready for

revision. And by that I mean try to get pumped about it.

Tell yourself these things before you sit down with the manuscript and

red pencil:

• Rewriting strategically is only going to strengthen my book.

• Rewriting strategically is fun because I know what to do for each step.

• Rewriting is what separates the real pros from the wannabes.

• I don’t wannabe a wannabe. I wannabe a pro.

With all that in mind, get ready to work on your plot.

Print a fresh copy of your novel. Yes, on paper. You want to re-create 

the conditions a reader will be in when she reads your book.

Step 3: Read It Through 
Take this copy to a quiet spot and read. If you can read it all the way

through in one long sitting, great. If not, make time to get through it as

quickly as you can. Do not get bogged down in details at this point. What

you want is the big picture, the overall impression. You can take very brief

notes if you wish, but try not to slow down for any considerable period.

Develop a System for Your Read-Through

It helps to have an orderly approach at this point. One of the worst things
you can do is start at page one and just tinker with each problem you see as
it comes up. I use a red felt-tip pen and some symbols to help me mark up
the manuscript quickly as I go:

• A checkmark (√) for pages where I feel the story is dragging. 
• Parentheses around incomprehensible sentences.
• A circle in the margin where I think material needs to be added.
• A question mark for material I think might need to be cut. 

And that’s it. Otherwise, I plow through the manuscript as fast as I can.

You should work from the big issues down through the small ones. Sol

Stein calls this the triage method, which the American Heritage Dictionary
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defines as: A process for sorting injured people into groups based on their need

for or likely benefit from immediate medical treatment. Triage is used on the

battlefield, at disaster sites, and in hospital emergency rooms when limited

medical resources must be allocated.

Got it? View your first draft as a disaster (does wonders for your ego,

doesn’t it?). Actually, just understand your first draft needs attention. Using

triage, get to the most important questions first.

The first big question to ask is, What is the story I’m trying to tell?

Wait! Shouldn’t I know by this time what my story is? Maybe. But there

might be a deeper story trying to get out, something you were writing even

though you weren’t fully aware of it yet.

Stephen King has a nice metaphor for this. He refers to the boys in the

basement, the writer’s mind working down below. Now’s the time to take a

peek at what they’ve been doing.

So analyze your story, asking the following questions:

• Are there places that surprised you as you read the draft? Why do you

suppose that is? Is there material there you’d like to expand? 

• What are the characters really doing in this story? Might they have

issues you haven’t explored fully yet?

• Look to the places that drag. These might be scenes where you have

avoided dealing with something deeper. What are the characters 

really thinking in these places? What are their passions, frustrations,

and desires?

• Imagine alternative plotlines. How might your plot be different if it

headed off on another tangent from various points in the story? You

don’t have to follow them, but they might suggest other streams that

can flow into the main plot.

If any of the answers resonate with you, try writing a summary of your

plot, but with the additional plot material the above questions have suggested.

Write a two- or three-page synopsis, then rework it, adding new thoughts,

characters, and themes. Think of this as getting closer to the story you really

want to tell.

Next, think about structure:

• Does your story play out naturally in three acts?

• Is there an immediate disturbance to the Lead’s world?

• Does the first doorway of no return occur before the one-fifth mark?
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• Are the stakes being raised sufficiently?

• Does the second doorway of no return put the Lead on the path to

the climax?

• Does the rhythm of the story match your intent? If this is an action

novel, does the plot move relentlessly forward? If this is a character-

driven novel, do the scenes delve deeply enough?

• Are there strongly motivated characters?

• Have coincidences been established?

• Is something happening immediately at the beginning? Did you

establish a person in a setting with a problem, confronted with change

or threat?

• Is the timeline logical? 

• Is the story too predictable in terms of sequence? Should it 

be rearranged?

All of this thinking is guaranteed to make your basic plot stronger. Now

you’re ready to consider the other big questions. Be sure to take notes as you

answer these questions:

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR LEAD CHARACTER
• Is the character memorable? Compelling? Enough to carry a reader all

the way through the plot? A lead character has to jump off the page.

Does yours?

• Does this character avoid clichés? Is he capable of surprising us?

What’s unique about the character?

• Is the character’s objective strong enough? 

• How does the character grow over the course of the story?

• How does the character demonstrate inner strength?

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR OPPOSITION
• Is your opposing character interesting?

• Is he fully realized, not just a cardboard cutout?

• Is he justified (at least in his own mind) in his actions?

• Is he believable?

• Is he as strong as or stronger than the Lead?

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR STORY’S ADHESIVE NATURE 
• Is the conflict between the Lead and opposition crucial for both? 

• Why can’t they just walk away? What holds them together?
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QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR SCENES
• Are the big scenes big enough? Surprising enough? Can you make

them more original, unanticipated, and draw them out for all they 

are worth?

• Is there enough conflict in the scenes?

• What is the least memorable scene? Cut it! Now we have a new “least

memorable scene.” Consider cutting it, too.

• What else can be cut in order to move the story relentlessly forward?

• Does the climactic scene come too fast (through writer fatigue)? Can

you make it more, write it for all it’s worth? Set a ticking clock?

• Do we need a new minor subplot to build up a sagging midsection?

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR MINOR CHARACTERS
• What is their purpose in the plot?

• Are they unique and colorful?

Step 4: Brood Over What You’ve Done
Just walk around thinking about your draft. Be careful not to bump into

walls or other people.

Do this for five to seven days. Each day when you first wake up, jot

down some more notes about your novel, or write things down in a journal.

Take one last look at all your notes.

Step 5: Write the Second Draft
Some writers begin their second draft at page one and write the whole thing

as if new. Others cut and paste and use lots of the original material. You’ll

have to see what works best for you. Only don’t resist a massive rewrite 

just because it looks like a lot of work.

Great writing is a lot of work, but that being said, I don’t know of any

more satisfying labor.

Step 6: Refine
The good news is from here on it gets easier. After the second draft is com-

pleted, set it aside for a week. Then come to it fresh and read it through.

This time you will tighten or cut scenes, deepen characters, and expand or

revise subplots. You have a solid story. This draft only refines it so the big

elements—character, plot, scenes, theme—come through exactly the way

you want them to.
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Some teachers advise that you “kill your darlings.” If you are so in love

with a line, they say, it probably sticks out too much. You’re no longer 

objective. So kill it. Take it out.

“But the poor darlings,” you plead.

Use common sense. Always ask yourself if a “darling” serves the story or

if it makes the reader momentarily aware of the author. If it’s the latter, you

know what to do: Cut it.

Step 7: Polish
Finally, move on to the polish. As the name suggests, you go through and

give everything that last bit of shine. Do a scene read-through, and ask 

yourself the following questions:

• Are you hooking the reader from the beginning?

• Are suspenseful scenes drawn out for the ultimate tension?

• Can any information be delayed? This creates tension in the reader,

always a good thing.

• Are there enough surprises?

• Are character-reaction scenes deep and interesting?

• Read chapter endings for read-on prompts.

• Are there places you can replace describing how a character feels 

with actions?

• Do I use visual, sensory-laden words?

Now, do a dialogue read-through:

• Dialogue is almost always strengthened by cutting words within the

lines. For example: “I do not want to go in there now because it looks

too scary” becomes “I don’t want to go in. Too scary.”

• In dialogue, be fair to both sides. Don’t give one character all the 

good lines.

• Great dialogue surprises the reader and creates tension. View it 

like a game, where the players are trying to outfox each other.

• Can you get more conflict into dialogue, even among allies?

Learn to love rewriting because it’s a necessary part of the craft. You are

going to be a better writer every time you go through this process. And your

plots will be stronger by far.
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E X E R C I S E  1

To get a feel for the revision process, take two or three chapters of a work in progress and

print a fresh copy. Go through it and make the following marks in the margin:

• A checkmark (√) if you feel the story dragging

• Parentheses around incomprehensible sentences

• A circle in the margin where you feel material may need to be added. This may be

in the form of stretching out tension or making the writing less “jerky”

• A question mark for material that may need to be cut. This could include long

expository sections or places where you’re “telling” rather than “showing”

E X E R C I S E  2

Look at the chapter beginnings and endings in your sample. Is there an immediate hook

in the beginnings and a prompt to read on at the ends? Revise them accordingly. Play

with several alternatives, and then select the best.

E X E R C I S E  3

You can increase your awareness of revision by marking up novels you read with the 

symbols listed in Exercise 1. If something doesn’t work for you, try to figure out why. 

If something does work, try to figure out why. This is self-teaching of the craft at a 

high level.
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[ plot patterns ]

Over the years, numerous writing instructors have pointed out recurring types

of plot patterns. The number of patterns varies. Is it thirty-six? Or three? 

No matter what number you prefer, it is helpful to consider different

patterns if only to understand what they’re trying to do. Understanding plot

patterns helps you gain a clearer comprehension of plot overall.

There is another benefit to studying plot patterns—they may suggest

fresh plot ideas to you. While the way a story is told belongs to an author,

the pattern does not. Feel free to borrow liberally from the patterns as you

brainstorm your own plots.

You can even combine patterns to create a fresh plot. That’s what 

Dean Koontz does in Midnight, a combination of the film Invasion of the

Body Snatchers and H.G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau. He set it in a 

contemporary location and peopled it with his own character inventions,

and there you have it—an original tale that shot up the bestseller list.

Below are some of the more prevalent plot patterns. I have not attempted

to make a complete list. But these patterns seem to recur frequently, suggesting

their timeless value.

the quest
This may be the oldest plot of all. A hero goes out into the dark world and

searches for something. It might be for a sacred item, as in the story of Sir

Galahad and the search for the Holy Grail. It might be the search for a person.

The quest for knowledge or inner peace can also form the basis of this

plot pattern. The Catcher in the Rye is a quest plot—a young man searches

for a reason to live in a world where most people are phonies.

chapter 12

When you steal from one author it’s plagiarism; if

you steal from many, it’s research.

—WILSON MIZNER

*

*
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Rudiments of the Quest 
• The Lead is someone who is incomplete in his ordinary world.

• The thing searched for must be of vital importance.

• There must be huge obstacles preventing the Lead from gaining it.

• The quest should result in the Lead becoming a different (usually 

better) person at the end; a fruitless quest, however, may end in

tragedy for the Lead.

Structure of the Quest 
Act I introduces us to the Lead and shows us some inner lack that the quest

will help to remedy. If there is no dissatisfaction in the Lead, then there’s no

believable motivation for him to go on the quest.

In The Catcher in the Rye, we see in various ways that Holden is not at

home in his skin. He is moody, sensitive, and somewhat depressed.

The doorway of no return in Act I is the point at which the Lead 

commences the quest. In Catcher, it occurs after Holden has a fight with his

roommate, Stradlater. This prompts Holden to leave school and go to New

York. The quest has begun.

In a quest story, there is a series of encounters along the way, giving 

the plot an episodic feel. In most of these episodes, the character suffers a

setback. That’s the conflict. But as he struggles to overcome each setback, he

moves another step closer to his objective, and thus the plot unfolds.

In Catcher, Holden gets a room at a hotel. He then begins a series of

encounters with people in the city. There is an encounter with a prostitute

and her pimp, and later with a couple of nuns. He has a date with a girl

named Sally that ends badly. He gets drunk.

The quest is not going well for Holden.

The second doorway, the doorway that leads to the final act, is usually a

major crisis or setback, or some discovery or major clue. In Catcher, Holden

ends up in Central Park at night, freezing. He believes he is going to catch

pneumonia and die. He has been afraid to go home for fear of what his 

parents will think of him. But now, thinking that death is near, he wants to

see his little sister, Phoebe.

The encounter with his sister leads him to the central revelation of

the book. She asks him what he wants to be, and he tells her he wants to

be a catcher in the rye, an image of someone who saves children from

falling off a cliff.
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There is a final haunting image with Phoebe on a carousel, and a

famous last chapter that leaves open the question of whether Holden has

found what he was looking for.

The quest is a powerful pattern because it mirrors our own journey

through life. As we encounter various challenges, we suffer setbacks and 

victories, but strive to move on. We all have a quest, whether we recognize it

or not.

revenge
Another of the oldest plot archetypes or patterns is revenge. That is the way

tribal man operated. You kill one of my brothers; I go after one of yours.

Early storytellers probably inspired the tribe and trained boys with stories of

heroic revenge.

Revenge is a gut-level pattern, and therefore highly emotional.

Rudiments of Revenge
• The Lead should be sympathetic since revenge is usually violent 

business.

• The wrong done to the Lead or to someone close to the Lead is usually

not his fault; if it is, the wrong is out of proportion to the fault.

• The desire for revenge has an effect on the Lead’s inner life.

Structure of Revenge
In Act I, the Lead and his ordinary world are introduced. This world is a

place of comfort so that, when it is violently disturbed, the reader will easily

accept a novel-long desire for revenge.

The disturbance to the world is the wrong.

Following the wrong is a period of suffering. This bonds readers to the

Lead, and gives them a rooting interest in the plot to follow.

The Lead is someone who is wronged, or who is close to someone

wronged. Charles Portis’s True Grit is about a girl’s revenge when her father

is murdered.

The wrong can also occur when the Lead is betrayed (and often left 

for dead) by a person he believes is a friend or ally. The Hunter, by Donald

E. Westlake (as Richard Stark), is an example and forms the basis for the

movies Point Blank, starring Lee Marvin, and Payback, starring Mel Gibson.
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Or the Lead might be set up to take the fall for a crime he did not 

commit, as in The Count of Monte Cristo, by Alexandre Dumas.

The first doorway of no return is usually when the Lead discovers who

did the deed. Or, in the alternative, discovers a way to get at the wrongdoer.

The objective, as we have noted elsewhere, can take one of two forms, to

get or to get away from something. In the revenge plot, it is to get revenge.

The deeper motive is to restore order. A wrong has been committed, and by

getting revenge the Lead hopes to balance the scales of justice.

The Lead will be opposed, usually by the machinations of the one on

whom he hopes to exact revenge.

Or the opponent (in the case of Dumas’s tale, three opponents) may

not know what’s going on. The Lead is hiding his intentions. The various

confrontations he faces will amount to threats to his concealment.

Act II consists of a series of confrontations that keeps the Lead from

gaining his objective. He has a chance to kill the opponent but is frustrated

by some obstacle. The obstacle may be a circumstance or another character,

perhaps an ally of the opponent.

So it goes, back and forth, as the Lead takes steps toward revenge and is

set back.

Finally, he is given a prime opportunity—maybe it’s a way to take away

the opponent’s own loved one, his business, or his position of power. This is

the second doorway, the one leading to the climax.

Or maybe all the powers of the opponent and his allies create the

biggest obstacle of all—the Lead is resoundingly defeated and almost dies.

But the Lead survives the major crisis and rebounds to complete his

objective or gives it up, as suggested above.

Sometimes the Lead exacts his revenge, and it is satisfying to the reader.

Other times, he may give up his desire for a greater good—mercy or

some higher good. This must satisfy the reader through the idea of sacrifice:

By giving up his objective, the Lead gains something far worthier. Giving up

a desire for raw revenge and replacing it with a desire that puts the greater

good first actually restores the balance.

A revenge plot is a great way to explore human nature. The very real

emotion of revenge is understood by all of us.

What is the best way to proceed? Is it better to personally seek cosmic

justice through revenge or leave it to proper authorities? Is it better to show

mercy or is mercy, in some contexts, a fool’s game?
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What does the desire for revenge do to a soul, especially if revenge is the

objective over a long course of time?

Taking your readers on a revenge ride is a great way to make them turn

the pages. When the setup is strong, and the wrong terrible, readers will

desire revenge right along with the Lead.

A note of caution: It’s tempting in a revenge plot to make the opponent

a 100-percent villain. This is understandable since the writer thinks it will

increase readers’ outrage.

Readers, however, will feel manipulated if you do this. Give the 

opponent his own good reasons for doing what he did. Far from diluting

the effect of the revenge motive, it will deepen the reality of your novel in

the reader’s mind. And that’s always a good thing.

love 
When it comes to this one, you can have either of the lovers be the Lead

character, or create parallel plots with each lover taking a Lead role.

Romeo and Juliet is a parallel love plot. Shakespeare gives us glimpses of

each of the lovers apart and then together.

Getting the love of the object of one’s affections is one goal.

Or the lovers may have the objective of getting together in spite 

of obstacles.

In a classic, one-Lead love story, the opposition can come from the

other lover, who does not return the affections of the Lead. Many romantic

comedies follow this pattern.

Or there can be a rival for the lover’s affections, and this is the main

obstacle for the Lead.

Finally, if the lovers want to be together, the opposition can come from

another source: the families, as in Romeo and Juliet, for example.

Love stories can end happily, sadly, or tragically.

Obviously, if the lovers end up together, they’re happy.

If one of the lovers ends up dead, it’s sad.

If both lovers end up dead, then you’ve got a tragedy on your hands,

like Romeo and Juliet.

Rudiments of Love
• Two people have to be in love.
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• Something has to separate them.

• They either get back together or tragically do not.

• One or both of the lovers grows as a result of the pattern.

Structure of Love
There are numerous variables here, depending on the type of love story. In

Act I, for example, the lovers might meet for the first time, and one falls in

love with the other. Act II becomes the struggle to gain the love of the 

other person.

Or perhaps the lovers fall in love with each other in Act I, and Act II

introduces something that threatens to keep them apart, as in Romeo and

Juliet. The lovers struggle to get together as forces oppose them.

Another popular variant on love, of course, is when the destined lovers

hate each other when they first meet, as in the film The African Queen. The

challenges they face together draw them toward each other over the course

of the story.

In a straight love story, the old formula often is best: boy meets girl,

boy loses girl, boy gets girl.

In other words, the lovers get together, but then something happens to

put them in opposition.

This pattern also works well as a subplot.

The classic Frank Capra film, It Happened One Night, is worthy of study

as a perfectly structured love story. Clark Gable plays a cynical reporter, and

Claudette Colbert is a runaway heiress. He meets her on a bus and they take

an instant dislike to each other. But Gable strikes a deal. He won’t reveal her

whereabouts if she will give him exclusive rights to her story.

That gives them each an incentive to stay together. And gradually they

come to love each other.

But then a huge misunderstanding takes place. Colbert mistakenly

believes Gable has run out on her. She thinks he only wanted the story after

all. So she returns to the fiancé she does not love. Gable thinks Colbert has

run out on him.

This is the circumstance that has them opposed to each other near the

end. In the nick of time, the misunderstanding is cleared up and the lovers

are reunited.

Love stories are resonant in two ways. If they end happily, it gives us

hope. Maybe we can find love in this world, too.
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If they end tragically, we have a bittersweet reminder that it is better to

have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.

adventure
Adventure stories are among the oldest in literature. They originally created

a vicarious thrill for the audience, who were usually stuck in one physical

location for life.

These stories were also used to inspire and encourage acts of discovery

for the benefit of the community.

Are we any less needful of adventure stories today? While we can 

travel anywhere now, most of us are in predictable life patterns. That’s not

necessarily a bad thing; predictability and certainty help us feel secure. But

every now and then, we wonder what if we just chucked it all and went

looking for adventure?

In the late ’60s there was a TV show called Then Came Bronson,

starring Michael Parks. Bronson was a guy who chucked the rat race, got a

motorcycle, and just hit the road.

The credits started with Bronson pulling up next to a guy in traffic. The

guy looks beat and frustrated. He asks Bronson where he’s going. Bronson

shrugs and says, “Wherever I end up, I guess.”

The guy gives a rueful smile and says, “Man, I wish I was you.”

Then Bronson went on his adventure of the week.

To write an adventure story, make the readers wish they were your Lead.

Rudiments of Adventure
• The Lead sets out on a journey. Rather than a quest for some object,

this is a desire for adventure alone—to experience what’s “out there.”

• There are various encounters along the way with interesting 

characters and circumstances.

• The Lead usually has some insight into himself or his life after the

adventure.

Structure of Adventure
To go on an adventure, you have to leave. In Act I, therefore, the Lead is

introduced just before he goes in search of adventure, thus showing 

briefly the life he’s going to leave behind. There may be various forms of
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dissatisfaction that the Lead has with his current environment. This may

arise out of a real challenge to the Lead’s well-being, as in The Adventures of

Huckleberry Finn, or a perceived need to get out into the world and do

something, as in Don Quixote.

Let’s consider The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn for a moment.

Despite Mr. Twain’s warning in the foreword that anyone attempting to find

a plot in the book will be shot, his title exposes him. The adventures of

Huckleberry Finn are the plot.

Huck begins his tale living with the widow Douglas. Then his Pap

shows up and takes Huck to his cabin. Eventually, Huck fakes his death and

gets to Jackson’s Island, where he meets up with the escaped slave, Jim.

The river portion of the adventure begins, with Jim and Huck floating

on a raft down the Mississippi. Then they’re separated. Another adventure

involves Huck with the Grangerford family, a reuniting with Jim, more raft

time, meeting the Duke and the King, and so on.

What makes the adventure story work here is Huck’s unique voice and

the colorful characters he interacts with. In such a plot, the adventures must

each stand on their own as mini-plots.

The challenge of the adventure plot is in keeping it from becoming

purely episodic. That is, you shouldn’t have the Lead just jump from one

episode to another and come out the same at the end.

Character change, or at least reflection, is therefore crucial. As in the

quest, the adventurer should come to a new understanding of life, himself,

or both.

the chase 
Most of us have had dreams of being chased. We are trying to get away from

some dark figure, but the more we try, the slower we go. It seems as if we’re

going to be nabbed for sure.

But then we wake up! And what a relief it is! The threat is over. We 

have escaped.

The same feeling drives the chase pattern. There is threat, chase, and

ultimately relief. If we sympathize with the person being chased, the relief is

based on our own feelings of knowing the right person escaped.

If we are on the side of the person chasing, however, our relief is based

on a sense of justice that the right person has been caught.
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Rudiments of the Chase
• Somebody has to be on the run for a strong reason.

• The chaser, who can be the Lead or the opposition, must have a 

duty or obsession (or both) with catching the person he’s chasing.

• Often the chase is based on a huge misunderstanding.

Structure of the Chase
Act I usually establishes sympathy for the Lead, who is forced to run

because of some terrible mistake (as in the movie The Fugitive); because he’s

getting out of a bad situation (like a prison); or simply because he’s done

something wrong for a good reason (Les Misérables).

If the Lead is running, he should be flawed so as not to stack the sym-

pathy deck too high. The chase often brings about a change in the Lead,

who learns many things about himself.

Sometimes the Lead is the chaser, as Sheriff Brody is in Jaws.

Usually the chase must come to an end, and we find out who wins. But

an ambiguous ending can have a haunting effect. At the end of the classic

Warner Bros. movie I am a Fugitive From a Chain Gang, we have Paul Muni

fading into the shadows, after being asked how he can continue to survive.

“I steal,” he says, as he disappears.

one against
Rudyard Kipling extolled several virtues in his famous poem “If.” One being,

“If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs, and blam-

ing it on you …”

There are times we must stand up for what we believe, even if most

people are against us. This takes a lot of inner strength, more than in most

other plot patterns. We value reputation. The one-against story is powerful

because the Lead carries off that moral duty, and we admire him for it.

Rudiments of One Against
• The Lead embodies the moral code of the community.

• There is a threat to the community from the opposition, who is 

much stronger than the Lead.

• The Lead wins by inspiring the rest of the community.

• The Lead’s inspiration may come through self-sacrifice.
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Structure of One Against
In Act I, the Lead is presented as someone in the hero mold. He is looked up

to by those in his ordinary world. The doorway to Act II comes when the

Lead’s world is threatened by the opposition, or when the opposition and

Lead declare they are going to fight it out.

In Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Act I introduces Randle

Patrick McMurphy, who has arranged to have himself admitted to the 

psychiatric ward. The ward is dominated by Nurse Ratched. McMurphy

wants the men in the ward to get out from under her domination, but they

are all afraid of her.

The first doorway occurs when McMurphy gets the men to pretend to

watch the World Series on television. Ratched has denied the actual pleasure

to the men, so McMurphy uses the power of imagination to get the men

excited and involved. The big nurse and McMurphy are now in a war over

the men. That’s what occupies Act II.

Act III is the resolution, where the hero’s example to the community

inspires a rising up against the opposition, and its ultimate defeat.

Sometimes this is done through self-sacrifice. In One Flew Over the

Cuckoo’s Nest, it is McMurphy’s attack on Ratched that inspires most of the

voluntary inmates to leave. And it is his lobotomy that gets to the Chief. Out

of mercy, he smothers McMurphy, and then throws a control panel through

a window and escapes into life.

The Western film High Noon, scripted by Carl Foreman and directed by

Fred Zinneman, is a classic one-against plot. Will Kane is the hero of the

town, and he’s just retired and gotten married. But as the wedding ends he

learns that the killer he put away, Frank Miller, has been pardoned by the

governor and is on his way to town on the noon train. He has vowed to kill

Kane and has three other gunslingers waiting to help him do it.

Kane is urged to flee with his new bride, but just outside of town he

decides he can’t run. He turns back. He still feels it is his duty to protect the

community. Besides, he’ll get enough men to join him as a posse, and it will

be easy.

Act II, however, proves to be a confrontation not with the killers, but with

the town itself. Kane is unable to get anyone to join him. In a twist on one

against, it is the community that becomes the opposition. They want Kane to

leave because any gunplay will hurt them with the state government, and so

on. Everyone has an excuse not to help.




