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What is the central point of characters in your novel? Their raison d’etre? The essence of why they exist?
We can answer that in myriad ways. Because of course, characters can be of ter5ary importance or the
en5re reason the novel exists.
And everything in between.
But when boiled down to the very essence of their beings, characters are there to drive the plot.
We talk in terms of character- or plot-driven novels. And books do lean one way or another. But just like
talking about good vs. evil within people, we are all, and novels are all, mixtures of both.
As Elisabeth Kubler Ross says, “There’s a li0le of Hitler in all of us.” Including your good-to-the-bone hero.
And even the most plot-driven book must have believable, memorable characters.
Otherwise no one remembers it.
Now I, too, can point to many bestselling books and authors with ﬂat, unimagined characters. We all can.
But they are the excep6ons to the rule, and not what an aspiring novelist wants to emulate.
How do you actually ensure that your plot changes your characters, and your characters drive your plot?
3

So, what goes into crea6ng fabulous folks on the page? How do you get from ﬁrst incep6on to
The End, with people popula6ng your story whom readers remember long aRer that ﬁnal page?
We’ll discuss all of that in the chapters to come, dive deeply into what makes all of the characters work, from the
Protagonist to the Antagonist, from the secondary folks to the minor ones. From what makes them believable as well
as memorable, to the piValls we can easily avoid. With some planning. And more importantly, some understanding.
We’ll dissect who these people really are.
•

What makes them 5ck? What do you, as the writer, need to know about each and every one? How do you ﬁnd
out the cores of their beings in order to portray them on the page without wri6ng a tome on each one? How,
exactly do you get to that?

•

Then we’ll ask, where do they go? Not just in the physical travels of the book, which is of course the plot. But
deeper than that—where do they go within? What are the central issues of your Protagonist as he navigates the
rough waters of your story, whether those seas are the windswept deserts of the Old West or the glassy rivers of a
kayaker training for the Olympics?

In other words, all-genre inclusive.
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How do they get to where they’re going? That seems simple enough, no? But it’s through the trials and
tribula6ons, the mee6ng of allies and enemies, that your character’s meddle is tested. That’s where secondary
and even ter6ary characters become of paramount importance in either aiding or thwar6ng his quest.
And mastering that will ensure you never end up in those dreaded sagging middles. Because you’ll have too
much going on—both internally and externally—with your characters and story to ever create that lulling bog
out of which no one comes back.
•

What do they learn? This deals with who they are, from Part One. All people have central issues—core
fears, beliefs, desires, failings. And through the course of this story—where they go, how they get there,
the issues and demons they face—they’ll either master or they will fail in their outer conquests as well.
The internal conﬂicts do of course mirror the external ones, and we’ll talk about how to make that all
work.

•

What do they achieve? Does your hero ﬁnd the Holy Grail, whatever she deems that to be? Does she ﬁnd
a piece of it (if this is a series), to come back and ﬁght another day? Does he scale that mountain? Swim
that sea? Slay that dragon? Die trying?

All of those work, depending upon what sort of novel you’re wri6ng. In a Tragedy our hero pre^y much has to
die. But he reaches the Grail before doing so, as Augustus McCrae in opening up the Montana territory for
ca^le ranchers.
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Then does he reenter society and bring back the boon, or is the promise implied that he will do so?
All heroes must, in the end. Although this part is quite short and sweet.
And last but not at all least, how does he change and grow?
Remember those failings, those issues, those less-than-stellar traits we learned of in Part One? Which
of those has he be^ered, mastered, like the alchemist turned the brass into gold?
And how did that inﬂuence the climax?
Because it must, you know, for your novel to be sa6sfying in the end.
The simple reason is that for a story to work, the characteriza5on and ploJng can’t be divorced.
And although we dissect them somewhat separately in order to understand how to make all this ﬁt
together into one whole, plot and characters are forever married, for beKer or for worse.
So, come along for this journey as we whi^le away at the mysteries of unforge^able characters, and
how you can create them for your own story.
6
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About 10 gazillion ways exist to begin a novel. Some folks start with a plot idea, or a place; some with outlining the
en6re manuscript. Many just sit down and begin wri6ng.
But for me, everything begins with the characters.
Speciﬁcally, the Protagonist. Because that’s the person around whom the en5re novel swims through the choppy
seas of the storyline. Or, sinks.
Nothing is as impera6ve to a book as the main character, driving the plot. The plot will change him, but he will drive
the en6re bus—from beginning to end.
A lot is res6ng on his or her shoulders.
But does that mean your Protagonist has to be perfect, or that you know her fully well to begin? No.
You have to know him completely, from stem to stern and everywhere in between, in order to fashion a fully formed
character who is three-sided, ﬂesh and bone, someone your readers will remember for years to come, by the 6me
you’re ﬁnished with the tome.
But you don’t have to in the beginning.
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Many writers pen from “discovery,” geJng to know the story, the plot, and the people as they go.
This is a more crea6ve way to go about wri6ng a novel, but it comes with many perils.
Chief among them may be that when you ﬁnish the ﬁrst draR, who you thought this person was is far
diﬀerent from who he became.
I’ve found that oRen in my own works. And I see it all the 6me in the manuscripts I edit.
And that translates into lots of revisions.
But then, revision is the name of this game anyway, so don’t let that daunt you.
I give my writers many exercises in order for them to get clear on plogng and characteriza6on. And one
of the best ones we do is this:
Write a short story about each of your main characters (Protagonist, Antagonist, and any
viewpoint characters you have), not to be included in the book. This is for your own ediﬁca5on only
(which has the added plus of just leJng crea5vity soar).
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Here you want to:
•

Find a seminal moment in his history—a rite-of-passage of some sort; an event that changed him; something that
turned him in an en6rely diﬀerent direc6on or made him who he is.

•

No5ce the other players in this drama. Some of them may make appearances in the novel itself (even if only in a
ﬂashback scene), and now you know who they are and the parts they played.

•

Iden5fy the issues your character faced then. Note which ones s6ll exist. We rarely resolve our foibles in one fell
swoop, and this Achilles’ heel may end up as the driving force for our hero. Or villain.

•

See what part or parts did get resolved. This should now be a big character strength. What we overcome makes
us stronger.

•

Find what turned our villain into such an awful person. Or why the an6-hero, who does have strengths, s6ll falls
back into weakness.

•

This will also help you see why your hero has the alliances that she does—those folks were there for her when
she needed them. DiKo the enemies.
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What also works well, especially for your Protagonist, is to write a series of these—childhood, adolescence, early
adulthood, failed marriage, etc.
And what you’ll end up with is someone you know quite well. Then you can portray her on the page in much more
depth, in many fewer words, and she’ll become as real as my next-door neighbor to me.
As you go, keep notes on him. Not just hair and eye color, but where that crescent-shaped scar under his chin came
from. And why he loves Cocker Spaniels so much. And how hard (or easy) geometry is for him. And why he loves redheaded girls.
And, well, just a litany of parts and pieces of him you would never have known otherwise.
As you then go through revisions, all of those things and so many more will work up through you and into his
character as he travels through the course of this novel.
Major revisions? Yes.
But again, the name of this game is revision, so you’ll be doing that anyway!
How do you get to know your characters?
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What is the scene for your character?
Now that sounds straighVorward enough, no? What they go through is your plot.
But how do you make sure they experience what maKers—to both plot and
characters—and not get bogged down in superﬂuous ac5on?
Therein lies the key to a great novel.
But we’ve go^en to know our hero well, right? We’ve done the exercises from part
one, iden6ﬁed strengths and weaknesses, found seminal moments in her history or
her story.
Now, how do we bring all of that out through the course of the novel?
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Novels are created through scenes, and therein holds the true key to what our characters go through.
In essence, we can’t truly divorce plot and characters, although we veer toward one or another when
dissec6ng them. But characters drive the plot, and the plot changes the characters.
Whether you outline the en6re novel, or write from discovery, or anything in between, it makes all the
diﬀerence in the world to at least have an idea of where your people and storyline are going.
And that all comes back to scenes and how those are structured from Once Upon a Time to The End.
This can be easier to eﬀect once the ﬁrst draR is down—especially if you write from discovery. So, once you
have that big blob of an ini6al draR, we can get to the nuts and bolts.
A note on revision here: It’s not polish. Revision is rewri5ng, restructuring, and where you see the holes, the
belabored or unnecessary parts, and reshaping the en5re thing.
Structure is a bit diﬀerent from shape and form, as Structure is what holds your story together. It’s ﬂowing,
not rigid, and this isn’t about paint by numbers. Rather, it’s like the infrastructure of a bridge—the concrete
and steel that hold it up.
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The shape, on the other hand, is what you build around the structure. And whatever the shape—novels
of all genres, short stories, memoirs, narra6ve non-ﬁc6on—the structure is the same.
Scenes just form the building blocks of this structure.
•

Stories are comprised of a series of interconnected scenes. That’s how you plot a novel, or work of
narra6ve nonﬁc6on. This forms the Arc of the Storyline.

•

And most importantly, a Scene has conﬂict at its very core.

•

We’re talking about Cause and Eﬀect (and you have to have both). The cause is the background of
the scene. How it came to be. And the eﬀect is the plot development or plot point. This is how
you keep a story moving. Otherwise, we end up with those dreaded sagging middles.

•

So, let’s talk about Scenes. This is really a bit of a misnomer, as it really should be called Scene and
Consequences. And every one has to have both (albeit not always at the same 6me).
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The Five Basic Parts of Scene
A Scene has ﬁve basic parts. But as above, only the ﬁrst 3 compose the Scene. The last 2 compose the Consequences.
1) First, you set the scene.
•

You create the people within it–their roles, their feelings, etc. Evoke metaphor and imagery to evoke this.

•

Don’t think scene segng involves your narrator? It actually accomplishes two main things:
– It places the reader smack dab in the scene, using sensory input. The more sensory input, the more real the
scene is to your reader.
– Again, you evoke the emo@on of your viewpoint character. USE this. That way you don’t have to tell me
what the viewpoint character is feeling. Again, use metaphor, imagery to evoke that.

This doesn’t necessarily come in to begin the scene. If the segng is important, say, you open on a boat in the middle of
the Atlan6c with a hurricane approaching, and the motor has died, showing me immediately the immensity of the
waves is helpful. On the other hand, in most cases I want to be dropped into something that is already happening.
Again, enter late. And then weave the scene segng in.
This is where you show how the viewpoint character’s mood changes through the scene, by evoking metaphor and
imagery, etc.
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2) Then, you create conﬂict.
•

Conﬂict should comprise 95% of the scene. Conﬂict encompasses ﬁve main themes: Man against
himself. Man against man. Man against environment. Man against nature. Man against machine.

•

How did the conﬂict come about? What were its roots? How is each person within it involved?
How is the reader involved?

•

Conﬂict has very liKle to do with guns ﬁring. It is rather what blows apart within a character.
However, this conﬂict has to be external.

Something has to give. Something or someone has to get. Something has to be happening in your
story. The protagonist is in conﬂict with an antagonist while en route to a goal. The character must
resolve his conﬂict–within, without—for the story to have meaning.
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Ask yourself going into the scene (before you write it):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How did the conﬂict come about?
What were its roots?
How is each person involved?
How is the reader involved?
Get a 3 x 5 card for each Scene. Write on it:
Who, Where, How long in Story 6me is the conﬂict to last.
We need at least 4 twists and turns
What is the Disaster at the end of the conﬂict?

This is of VITAL IMPORTANCE: For both the whole story, and for each scene:
Establish right oﬀ the bat what the Story Ques5on is to begin the ﬁrst scene of the book.
This is your main point of the story. And each scene has to have a piece of this main Story Ques6on.
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CraR your inci6ng incident (your Story Ques6on) with care. This event upsets your main character’s
equilibrium and arouses his desire to restore balance—and creates a bond with the reader by arousing
her curiosity as to whether the protagonist can achieve his goal.
Not sure? Ask: What is the worst thing that can happen to my protagonist? This can reveal to you his
deepest desire, and point you toward his story goal. In turn, this will help you construct an inci6ng
incident that carries the story through to the end–and provides the tension for readers to keep turning
the pages.
This ques5on brings a signiﬁcant change in the character’s reality—it challenges his status quo, and
knocks him out of his comfort zone. Under any sort of pressure—from beginning to end—we ﬁnd out
what our hero is made of.
This ques6on also gives the reader something to worry about—which keeps him reading.
NOTE: the reader will lose interest with everything but the Story Ques5on, so make sure every scene
has a piece of that—something which relates to it, and the character has to manage to get to the Holy
Grail at the end of the book.
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3) Then within each individual scene, the conﬂict comes to a climax.
With this conﬂict/climax, the external conﬂict must mirror the internal core conﬂict of the character.
This must lead to a Disaster. But it’s a tac6cal disaster of some sort. Which brings up a new setback for our character.
But not so complete a disaster that it dooms his quest. If it’s too trivial, it won’t ma^er. If it’s too huge, the reader
won’t believe it. But the character is now in worse shape than when the scene began.
The character can either: withdraw from the conﬂict; accept the conﬂict as unresolvable; resolve all or part of the
conﬂict.
Depending upon pacing, you can end the scene here, especially to leave us hanging. But eventually, you have to come
back for the next two parts.
Now, the Consequences part comes in. This is the internal part. The process is, in this order: Feelings, Thoughts,
Decisions, Ac6ons.
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4) Denouement.
The scene slows down. The smoke begins to clear. What is leR aRer the conﬂict’s ﬁre can be seen.
Even if you’ve ended the chapter/scene at the conﬂict’s climax, you have to return here for these consequences at
some point.
We get the Feelings of the character ﬁrst. Then his Thoughts about it. Then Decisions he makes. And then Ac@ons.

5) Resolu5on.
Something is learned from the conﬂict, even if the knowledge is that the character knows he cannot resolve it. Or, that
he now has a piece with which to resolve it later.
Our character can:
•
•
•

Withdraw from the conﬂict.
Accept the conﬂict as unresolvable (but if it speaks to the central conﬂict, help must come in a bit to cause our
character to dive back in).
Resolve part of the conﬂict.
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But something has to be gained. Something is learned from the conﬂict—a piece to resolve bigger
ques6ons later.
This leads to decisions, which then leads to ac6on. Which sets up the next scene.
•

Zero-in on emo5onal turning points. We want 6ght, concise wri6ng everywhere but lavish word
count on emo6onal turning points, which are crucial both to character development and the
reader’s sense of story movement.

•

As things go from good to bad or bad to worse, what does your character learn about himself, and
how has he changed?

•

Example: A daughter risks losing her mother, realizes that she will not always be cared for, and now
sees herself as more than just a dependent. Turning point! Now, choose powerful words to end
that scene and let the impact resonate across the white space.

•

Any scene that does not compose these elements should be omiKed from the book. Every single
scene must enhance the characters, further the plot, or both.
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In essence, the Consequences part is expanded internaliza;on.
It’s what links your scenes together.
Again, what’s happening outside mirrors what’s happening inside.
Keep upping the stakes. Keep plot points coming. A book needs conﬂicts in every scene, on every page.
The thing is, we need an objec5ve, through which the hero is driving the plot, rather than just reac6ng
to events in the story. But the plot is also changing the character—they work hand in hand. We need
something to be at stake—something for which if the goal isn’t reached, the grail not achieved, the
consequences are dire. And we need confronta6on, whereby the characters grow.
Yep, a lot goes into what your people go through during the course of a story! But this is how you ﬂesh
out fully human, mul6-sided, ﬂesh-and-bone characters rather than cardboard cut-outs.
In essence, you’re crea5ng who they are by what they go through in the story, rather than telling your
reader about them.
And that makes all the diﬀerence as to whether we love/hate/remember them, or they fall oﬀ into the
sea of obscurity.
23
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Okay, so now you know your characters pre^y danged well. You know what they go through to get from point A to
point Z, and how you’re going to structure the scenes.
Whew! You’re far down the Yellow Brick Road at this point! Pat yourself on the back and take a breath.
Because we s5ll have a long way to travel.
So, let’s get down to exactly how your characters, and more to the point, your hero skips down that road.
Although the scene structure from last 5me helps you frame a lot of the story, the main all-encompassing shape is
something diﬀerent. It’s the forest, where the scenes are the trees; i.e., this is the plot, where the scene structure
forms the storyline.
And the best way I’ve ever found to address this all-encompassing plot is to follow the hero’s journey from mythology.
Because there’s a reason to follow the same plogng structure: It works.
Mastering this keeps the story moving, the plot points coming at speciﬁc places, all of which helps you avoid those
dreaded sagging middles.
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So, let’s dissect this.
•

You know that the idea of polarity and opposi5on needs to run through the en5re story. That’s what causes
conﬂict and fric5on, making the story interes5ng, and causing things to happen.

•

The thesis and an6thesis, with the reality somewhere in the middle–synthesis–but not quite the center. Under a
pressure situa@on, you ﬁnd out a character’s true nature.

•

You’re basically looking at three acts, or movements in the story. The “thesis” if you will, comes in the ﬁrst
quarter. The vast majority of the book–the middle two quarters–holds all the movement that we call an6thesis.
Then the ﬁnal quarter holds the synthesis–where it all comes together and change in the characters is made.

•

Realis5c characters don’t make whole-scale changes, but stay in the middle zones. Though they some6mes go to
the opposite poles, they come back a bit. But they’ve tasted the experience and don’t go all the way back—
they’ve learned and grown.

•

Throughout the three acts, turning points–called plot points–occur. I.e., something happens that turns the story
in a diﬀerent direc5on. This brings conﬂict, and forces the characters to choose, going in one direc6on or
another, and taking the story with them.
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Basically, these come at 12 stages along the way. I’ve paraphrased
Christopher Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey for this, as it’s an excellent resource:
•

Stage 1: The entrance. This is “real life” for the character, as it is now.

•

Stage 2: The call to adventure (whether internal or external).

•

Stage 3: The refusal of the call. Your character will give a laundry list of excuses as to why he or
she can’t accept whatever challenge. This brings up the polarity, the duality, of the character, and
raises the ques6on of whether the hero can actually master this test. You want to leave doubt in
the reader’s mind at this point.

•

Stage 4: Mee5ng the mentor. Here some wise voice comes in–the wise old woman archetype,
etc., although we can also learn from fools, and it can even be the intui6on. This speaks clearly,
with no ego in the way. It gets the hero’s own ego out of the way so that God’s voice (or however
you perceive a higher power) can speak to him or her.

•

Stage 5: Crossing the Threshold. Here is a major plot point. The commitment to the journey–
whatever that journey is–has been made.
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This is the end of Act 1. It makes the transi6on from one world to another. In myth and metaphor, the
character would go through an actual gate, oRen with a guardian in front of it, and have to pass some test to
do so. The hero is stepping into the brink of the unknown, and some have to be kicked through it!
•

Stage 6: Tests, allies, and enemies. Here the hero faces li^le tests, which train her in speciﬁc skills. Many
have to do with the forma6on of a group, or allies. The polarity/duality again rises as the hero aligns with
one side or another. This is the place where the hero learns about the other world. He’s a freshman here,
and learns the idea of grace under pressure.

•

Stage 7: Approaching the Inmost Cave. Somehow the hero must penetrate this. It will test her defenses.
The masks of everyone also shiR at this stage. It’s a shiRing of power. Some6mes people rise and fall
here. It’s also about prepara6on, reconnaissance, rehearsal, planning. Many doubts and fears arise. The
hero braces himself, and calls all resources together.

•

Stage 8: Going into the depths–the inmost cave. Here the character faces all of the stuﬀ she’s been
denying. Her greatest fear. This is the heart of the story, and the most important piece. It’s the borderline
between life and death (literally or ﬁgura6vely–for example, when an addict truly decides to become
sober), and puts a diﬀerent focus on life. The character may even experience a metaphorical death. It’s
empowering. The hero is painted into a corner, and has to face what she doesn’t want to face about
herself.
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•

Stage 9: Rebirth. This is the reward stage. Metaphorically, the hero ﬁnds the sword, and it’s
usually broken and is up to the hero to ﬁx it. The sword is symbolic of willpower. ARer confron6ng
the most fearful thing though, the hero can now pick up the sword and use it eﬀec6vely. The story
comes to a point–this recalls the point of the story!

When the hero gets through the preceding ordeal, many possibili6es present themselves. He can turn
back, go sideways, forward, etc. But it’s a pause for celebra6on, and remembering what he’s been
through. It’s a feeling of reprising the story just a bit, so your reader can catch up, along with the
character. This is oRen an opportunity for a love scene. She gleans her reward–new insight, intui6on,
new self-realiza6on, etc.
•

Stage 10: The Road Back. This is the turn for home. The character may straddle the threshold of
the two worlds, but it’s a commitment to ﬁnish. Finishing energy. This can come from inside,
internal, or outer, external. Some6mes a counter a^ack comes from the villain at this point, which
propels the story to its conclusion. In an ac6on/adventure ﬁlm, here is where you’d get a major
chase scene.
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•

Stage 11: Resurrec5on. This is the supreme ordeal. To go home, you have to be puriﬁed. This is the last
test. It’s a test of every skill, mask, archetype, threshold guardian, etc., which the hero has absorbed.
Another death and rebirth occurs in order to purify the hero. Time to readjust. At the threshold of home,
the hero is confronted by the Supreme Test–whether mental, physical, emo6onal, or spiritual. This
drama6zes that the hero got it; changed. You can show this by appearance, verbally (the weakest, this is
telling), but best by her behavior. We get a sense of climax. And the outcome could go either way. But
through this ordeal comes true transforma6on.

•

Stage 12: Return with the Elixir. This is the 6me of denouement. Untying the knot. The last li^le threads
are 6ed oﬀ, cut oﬀ, put into place. We have closure here. We have a ﬁnal sense of bringing him back to
rest.

Now, don’t get hung up on the exact 5ming. The 6ming is important, but you have some ﬂexibility. Just know
that the further oﬀ the road you veer, the more slogging it will take to come back.
But the main thing is that your hero go through these steps. Doing so will add depth, layers, and again, you’ll
ﬁnd out things about him you never knew in the beginning.
Hard folks to draw well, these protagonists! But you can do it.

30

Fashioning Fabulous Characters
Part Four: What do they learn?
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Now that we’ve iden5ﬁed who our people are, what they face and how they travel through the
storyline, we circle back to what we learned about them in the beginning
(especially the Protagonist).

•

The who of the Protagonist included her foibles, no? Those things that
have plagued her since, well, childhood probably but come to frui6on as
she’s embarking on her journey. We learned of her true nemesis early in
Part 3 of this series—it’s the reason she refused the call in the ﬁrst place.

•

Some6mes this is somewhat hidden from her as well. She may have a bit
of the unreliable narrator in her. And the things that hold her back grow
slowly more apparent to her as the plot moves along (even if the reader
iden6ﬁed it early on).
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Or, she can know full well to begin that public speaking makes her quake in her boots to begin with.
Which is why when she’s propped up to the podium she freezes.
But the important part of that is, why is she so terriﬁed of public speaking? What true fear underlies
that?
And it may take us the course of the novel to ﬁnd that out.
But you, as the author, have to dig deep and discern it, hopefully as soon as possible.
Of course, if you’re wri6ng from discovery, it may take you the en6re course of the ﬁrst draR to iden6fy
it. Which is perfectly ﬁne—you can go back and add texture and layers and foreshadowing in revisions.
This ooen becomes starkly apparent as she’s going through the midsec5on of the book—where she
faces trials and tribula6ons, gains allies and meets foes. That’s what the middle sec6on does: In
mee6ng challenges, more and deeper issues come to light within her.
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Memories, ﬂashbacks, perhaps even including bits of that short story about her
childhood or youth that you wrote in Part 1 arise. They surface organically through
what she’s going through now. And your reader learns pieces of her past that
become apropos to the storyline, the plot, and her character development.
Real life is like that, no? When you’ve embarked on a quest, a journey of the
unknown, aren’t you some6mes surprised when something arises from your deep self
you didn’t even know existed?
If you do this skillfully, this becomes a true “ah-ha” moment for your reader.
Think of the books you’ve loved, and how when ﬁnally the hero descends (usually
kicking and screaming) into that inmost cave (whatever that is for him), his greatest
fear awaits him. That thing that’s held him back all this 6me.
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A stark example of this is Tom Wingo in Pat Conroy’s The Prince of Tides. A brilliant man, acerbic just to the point of no
return, but hilarious in his insights and spot-on commentary, teeters on the edge of a failed life. His equally brilliant
and much more successful wife is having an aﬀair. His career is stalled. We sense through the course of the book that
some nameless something is holding him back.
•

His sister’s nth-suicide a^empt propels him out of his comfort zone (literally and ﬁgura6vely, as he must leave his
comfortable Southern existence to go tend to her in NYC. He has, indeed, entered into a strange new world).

•

And in his willingness to help her psychiatrist ﬁnd the root of her suicidal tendencies, he must come face to face
with his own. Even if his played out as suicide on the installment plan.

•

And what ﬁnally comes out is a doozie indeed.

•

But didn’t it make his character and the storyline all ﬁt together? Once we ﬁnally learn the “family truth,” in all
its blazing horror, we know exactly why his life has played out as it has. What he and his sister had stuﬀed from
childhood, by decree from their mother, helps all the jagged pieces ﬁt back into one whole.

•

Now, that’s the key—that whatever lurks beneath ﬁts with our characters and storyline. All of them. The
brilliance of Conroy was that the beast in his story eﬀected all the main characters—in ways that ﬁt who he’d
already portrayed them to be.
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This thing, this internal beast, this monster that owns a person un5l he ﬁnally faces it, is the cri5cal
essence of your character. And, by proxy, your story. Because remember—the external conﬂict must
mirror the internal one.
Now, all characters of course aren’t stuﬃng something as earth-sha^ering as Tom Wingo’s monster.
Thank goodness. But everyone has a neurosis, large or small.
Find the one that owns your Protagonist.
Finally, choose this with the utmost of care. Remember: A book is a slice of a person’s life (unless
you’re wri6ng Historical, Epic, Family Saga, etc.). And it must contain the most seminal moments that
have turned him one way or another.
Whether your story works or not hinges on this, and indeed, everything in the en6re book does. It’s
what makes a book sa6sfying. Or not.
And it holds ul6mately the key of how your plot inﬂuences your character, and your character propels
the plot.
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Because they have to achieve something, no? Otherwise, what the heck did we just spend 100,000 words with them
for!
Have you wondered why some characters truly seem to live on in your mind, while others fade like mist dissipa5ng
under the sun?
Achievement is a big part of that answer.
Even if you’re wri6ng a series, and the plotline and characters con6nue on, each book must stand on its own, and the
Protagonist has to reach his goal. Even if that only speaks to part of the goal.
It sounds simple. And it is!
We found out earlier in this series who our hero was. We did the exercises, watched what she did, iden6ﬁed why she
refused the Call in the ﬁrst place, and then saw what propelled her on to take the challenge.
Then we mapped out how he travels through the course of the plotline, and what he faces—both internally and
externally.
We iden6ﬁed what she learned—which of course spoke to what we found out about her in part 1. We saw her
mastering the skills she needed in order to keep herself and the plot moving forward. And thus avoided those dreaded
sagging middles.
38

Now, as we’re coming full circle, into the climac5c ac5on of the book,
whether our hero is successful comes to the fore.
Just imagine it this way for a minute: All novels have a Holy Grail, for which the hero is striving. As we
talked before, the outer goals and conﬂicts mirror the inner ones, so what he achieves outwardly also
brings him an internal boon.
For example, take Roman6c Suspense. Our hero is trying to solve something, to keep a bad event from
occurring—for herself, although almost always for the community at large as well. But she perhaps
needed to join forces with the male detec6ve in order to do so, and, of course there’s a big spark (this is
Romance!), and, well, she has commitment issues, distrusts men, etc., for any of a litany of reasons.
In ﬁnally agreeing to work with him (and seeing where that takes them personally, because if Romance,
it takes them to roman6c interludes), she’s overcome at least her ini6al fear of abandonment (or
whatever her core issue is), and together they save the day.
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She’s not only achieved her outward goal—ﬁnding the serial killer so no other women become vic6ms, etc. But she’s
also taken a huge leap in her own consciousness, by facing that core fear, and now that’s behind her as well.
Perhaps not surprisingly, it doesn’t have to be completely behind her! Especially if, again, this is a series. But she has
to have mastered a big piece of it for the story, and therefore the series, to go on.
Some6mes the hero dies in the end. But the goal is s6ll achieved. An example would be
Augustus McCrae from Lonesome Dove, who of course dies well before the end, but without him,
the group never would have go^en to their goal—opening up a route to Montana, before the wildness was gone.
The achievement is shared with both Gus and Cap’n Call, one who died, and one who lived.
And here’s a central key: The “bigger” your book, the bigger the achievement must be.
In other words, if you’re wri6ng about men conquering the West, then you need the huge achievement of blazing a
new trail to another land. If you’re wri6ng Contemporary Romance, the major achievement (along with the main plot)
is boy and girl end up together, happily ever aRer.
The Arthurian myths dealt with the literal Holy Grail.
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As mythologist Joseph Campbell said, “The Grail becomes the—what can we call it?—that which is a0ained and realized
by people who have lived their own lives. The Grail represents the fulﬁllment of the highest spiritual poten@ali@es of the
human consciousness.”
But I’m not wri6ng about the highest spiritual poten6ali6es of the human consciousness! you say.
I understand (unless you are :)). But in metaphor, whatever the goal of your novel is, equals your character’s Holy
Grail. Thinking in those terms helps you to keep that front and center in your mind as you’re wri6ng.
Most importantly: That’s your main story ques5on. And every single scene has to have a piece of that story
ques5on.
So what your character achieves, no ma^er your genre, needs to be revered by you, the author, as your own (and her)
Holy Grail.
Even if you write from Discovery, you pre^y much have to have a sense of what the main character achieves. It’s the
central point of your book.
So it all adds up to this: Don’t take this lightly!
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Okay, ﬁnally! We have these fabulous characters who have traversed the long, winding roads,
the rickety bridges, faced the monsters, learned enormous things about
themselves and their worlds, and found their Holy Grail.
So now, climax over, the dust is se^ling and the air is growing ever-more clear as we wind down to The
End.
These short remaining passages of denouement and resolu5on s5ll contains vital points to your story,
however, and more per5nent to our discussion, your Hero.
Because although the main ac6on has occurred, we s6ll have a few threads to 6e up. And we have
precious few words to do it in.
It’s funny how oRen I see manuscript where the climax occurs, and then the stories go on for pages and
pages and pages. Just rambling. Tying up every loose end and even going oﬀ in other direc6ons before
just ﬁnally stopping! This happens much more than you’d think.
But again, you have only a very brief amount of 6me and space in order to ﬁnish the book once the
climax has occurred.
A chapter. Somewhere around 10-15 pages at most.
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It helps to keep this in mind while wri6ng the ﬁnal chapter, as it forces you to focus on
exactly and only the things that truly ma^er here.
And sharp focus is needed, indeed.
The central issue here, and the one to keep at the forefront of your mind, is:
How did my hero change and grow?
This circles back to the very beginning of your book, to the central Story Ques6on with
which you opened. You know the one—which gave us a sense of our protagonist, her
real world, the Call to Adventure, and why she couldn’t accept it (her own failings and
shortcomings).
That last bit is the internal conﬂict, which mirrored the external one, and which
ul6mately had to be answered throughout her journey through the plot points and
storyline and climax of the book.
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Because great characters always change and grow. That’s the point of them going through all of this in the
ﬁrst place.
But, you say, the point is the plot!
Yep, it is. The plot and characters, however, are 5ed more 5ghtly together than a balloon to its string.
Without them together, where your reader can hold onto the end, the en5re contrap5on ﬂies oﬀ into space.
So, as your plot winds down, so do the internal demons of the hero.
She’s faced her nemesis—whatever you’ve constructed that to be—both inside and outside. She’s succeeded
in her quest—at least in part.
And now, she’s ready to bring back the boon (again, whatever that is—from saving the planet from pesky
aliens to ceasing her addic6on) to the community at large.
That boon is precisely what she’s learned through this process. You cannot change the world, at least for the
be^er, without changing yourself. And once you do, then the en6re community beneﬁts.
You literally bring back a piece of the Grail for everyone to share.
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That boon is precisely what she’s learned through this process.
You cannot change the world, at least for the be^er, without changing yourself. And once you
do, then the en6re community beneﬁts.
You literally bring back a piece of the Grail for everyone to share.
We saw the protagonist changing throughout the story, no? As he mastered the tasks before
him, learned from mentors, found allies and villains, through it all, he grew as a human being.
And, that changed him.
Now, tread carefully here. Leopards really don’t change their spots. You’re not looking for
whole-scale transforma6on, but for believable change. We needed to see bits and pieces of it as
we went along, and when everything comes together in the end, the growth and change of the
hero should all ﬁt together.
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In the example of Lonesome Dove from last 6me, our hero Gus doesn’t change. And that’s what kills
him. Although he aﬀected great change in the outer, he refused to alter his sense of manhood in order
to not lose his leg. So, he died from the complica6ons.
Cap’n Call, on the other hand, reinforces his own code of honor, and spends the rest of the novel
honoring his friend’s wishes.
And Call does change—but in a nega6ve way. The friendship between the two was the central love
story of the book. Not in a Brokeback Mountain sort of way! But in the deep and abiding trust and
friendship the two had.
The loss of Gus took Call to his knees. And we ﬁnd from subsequent books that he never recovered.
This is the tragic way of a character growing and changing, and McMurtry, genius that he is, pulled it
oﬀ. But that’s a truly diﬃcult balance to achieve.
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What most of us want to eﬀect is to see our heroes as they become stronger, more adept,
having learned enormous amounts, and now they can share that with their worlds.

Again, that doesn’t mean you 6e up each and every issue. Loose threads
remain. Foibles to address on another day.
Whether you’re wri6ng a series or not doesn’t ma^er much about this point.
We want to see the central issue, the main story ques6on, come to a
sa6sfying conclusion in the end.
And that’s what will make your hero memorable,
making your book sa5sfying as well.
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Thank you for joining me on this wri6ng journey!
Did you enjoy this e-book? If so, I’d love to hear from you.
Improvements? Let me know that too!
>> Contact me at MaloneEditorial@hotmail.com
You’ll ﬁnd more book edi6ng 6ps at my site:
MaloneEditorial.com
I’ve been blogging as an author for a while too. I would love to
hear your thoughts on my stories, myths, meaning, purpose,
wri6ng life and happiness at SusanMaryMalone.com
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