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For JT 

and the rest who told me:  

“Keep writing.” 
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The 10 Reasons Readers 

Quit Your Book  

(and How to Win Them Back)  



 

 

Introduction: Why Readers Quit  
 

Lunch with the Professor 

In the spring of 2004, I wrote a brilliant story. 

Seriously.  

Just go back in time to 2004, listen to “Hey Ya!” for the first time all over again, 

and ask me about it.  

Brilliant.  

Or so I thought.  

You see, my big moment was at hand. I had shared my story, a play called Coffee 

Bar, with a professor who held the keys to my success.  

He would read it and his eyes would bulge at its brilliance, you see. He would 

carry the manuscript into the next Theater Department meeting (carefully, as not 

to bend the corners of the pages) and proclaim that Coffee Bar would be 



 

 

produced next year, and all of the department’s dollars and sweat would be 

dedicated to its success.  

This was my moment!  

So when Professor John K. V. Tammi invited me to lunch to discuss the future of 

Coffee Bar, I was certain.  

This was it. 

I took measured bites of grilled cheese and tolerated some friendly small talk 

about Professor Tammi’s upcoming sabbatical as the lunch began. Impatience 

shook me – why couldn’t we just get the good news over with?  

After a lifetime of grease and chitchat, he finally placed my manuscript on the 

table between us like an ancient copy of Shakespeare’s First Folio. My heart 

thundered as his hands settled in his lap.  

This was it.  

“Well, I started reading your play,” he said in his usual, gentle candor. “And it 

was… very interesting.” 

“Yes?” I replied. 



 

 

And then he sighed. 

“David, I have to say….”  

Say what?  

“Well…” he continued.  

SAY WHAT? 

“…nothing happens.”  

I stared at him, mid-chew, half of a grilled cheese wedge in my hand. 

“But… but a lot happens!” I countered. “In Act 2, it gets really exciting!” 

“David,” he answered, his eyes glistening with pity, “right now, no one’s going to 

come back for Act 2.” 

I gaped at him, my eyes drying, my mouth a pathetic “o”.  

Maybe, I hoped, he was about to break into a grin and laugh and gush that it was 

all a joke.  

It had to be a joke. 



 

 

But it wasn’t.  

Instead, Professor Tammi smiled politely, pushed the manuscript across the table 

until it nudged against my plate, and took a bite of his salad while blood rushed 

through my cheeks and ears.  

How could he be so blind? How could he suggest that audiences of my play – my 

ground-breaking work of paradigm-shifting Art – would quit and walk out? 

How!? 

I frowned and began to pout. After all, I was deeply offended, and I was sure to 

maintain my sour attitude for the next ten years. 

But Professor Tammi was right.  

For all of its big ideas and verbose dialogue, Coffee Bar was a bloated failure of 

story-telling.  

My story sucked. 

Over the next decade, I would learn that there were aspects to story-telling that I 

wasn’t really good at. In fact, I don’t think I wrote a real story until I was almost 

thirty years old.  



 

 

As I labored to revise Coffee Bar into something better, I began to suspect two 

things that were difficult to accept: 

1. Story-telling is really, really hard.  

2. Being good with words isn’t the same as being good at 

story-telling. 

In a nutshell, I hadn’t learned that audiences aren’t nearly so interested in ideas 

as they are a good story. I also hadn’t learned to care what my audience was 

interested in.  

At all.  

And my lunch with Professor Tammi should have told me that.  

I just couldn’t see it. He was trying to tell me that the audience wouldn’t be 

engaged – after all, why would they leave after Act 1? – but I refused to listen. 

No wonder Coffee Bar was a failure.  

It was all about me.  

  



 

 

Respect the Reader, Win the Reader 

Since my painful lunch lesson, I’ve slowly discovered one of the most important 

lessons that any writer MUST learn if he or she hopes to find commercial success: 

It’s all about serving the reader.  

If you aren’t writing – or at least revising, editing, and proofreading – for the 

good of the reader, then you will probably end up like me and my play: Rejected.  

First of all, it’s important that we take a moment to empathize with our readers.  

After all, readers are just like you and me: They’re busy.  

Readers are often college students with two or three jobs.  

Readers are moms and dads with long to-do lists.  

Readers are single, divorced, lonely, crowded, exhausted, boisterous – no matter 

what, they’re looking for something that speaks uniquely to them.   

And readers are fiercely opinionated and easily offended – again, just like you 

and me. They are rabidly loyal to many established authors, willing to reread an 



 

 

old favorite than suffer through something tedious and poorly crafted by a “new” 

writer.  

As painful as it is to admit, being “new,” or being “clever,” isn’t nearly as valuable 

as being trustworthy. Most readers just don’t have time to take a risk on 

something new – especially when it doesn’t prove, early and emphatically, to add 

value to their lives. 

Readers expect good things when they come to your book. And if we don’t meet 

those expectations, they’re not going to be happy. 

It’s important to appreciate that all readers come to your book 

with unspoken expectations about good stories.  

And if you don’t quickly and thoroughly meet (or exceed) those expectations, it’s 

likely that they will quit on you forever.  

The hardest thing about these expectations is that they are rarely discussed, 

revealed, and linked to the craft of story-telling. Few books on creative writing 

and story-telling make the connection between Reader Expectations and Solid 

Story-telling Principles.  

This book does.  



 

 

10 Reasons will help you get inside the mind of reader and understand what story 

elements are necessary to keep him or her engaged and thrilled. 

So do not forget: 

Your reader must be the most important person in your life 

while you are telling a story.  

If he or she isn’t, the results won’t be a bombardment of 1-star reviews on 

Amazon – it’ll be the deafening silence of no reviews at all.  

So not only do you need to tell a good story, but you need to tell it with the 

express purpose of serving the reader, not yourself.  

Otherwise, you’re giving your readers an easy excuse to quit on you for good.  

 

Why You Should Read This Book 

Thankfully, powerful story-telling is an art form that can be practiced and 

mastered. 10 Reasons is about taking your ambition to tell great, artful stories to 

thousands of readers, and making it a reality.  



 

 

As I already mentioned, this book will connect the psychology of the reader to 

elements of solid story-telling.  

It also is the answer to so many “feelings” you’ve had – as a writer and a reader – 

that a story isn’t working, but you can’t quite tell why.  

Have you ever gotten vague feedback and couldn’t extract much value from it?  

Has a reader ever said something “felt” slow, or they “liked it, but…” and couldn’t 

really nail down what didn’t work for them? 

Armed with the principles and tools of this book, you will be able to translate this 

feedback into pointed questions and creative tasks that will transform your 

stories into instant favorites.  

10 Reasons is the antidote to weak story-telling, and you can benefit from it at 

any point in the writing journey.  

Before going further, know this:  

You will be humbled.  

Your beliefs will be challenged. Your comfort zone will be upset. You will want to 

resist much of what follows in this book.  



 

 

But you must overcome this defensive instinct. You have to approach the craft of 

story-telling with an open mind, lest you fall into old, unsuccessful habits that 

alienate readers and produce faulty stories.  

Don’t be like I was, expecting my work to be brilliantly bulletproof, only to be 

crushed by the weight of my own impossible dreams. 

So come humbly.  

If you do, I promise: 10 Reasons will teach you to transform your quittable stories 

and win readers who will eagerly grab anything you write.  

Let’s begin.  

 

  



 

 

1. No Change 
 

When Nothing Happens 

Professor Tammi was right about my play. Nothing happened in it.  

Sure, characters talked and shouted and cursed. Characters walked onstage and 

offstage, and did moderately exciting things throughout the two-hour runtime.  

But what Professor Tammi was really trying to say was that nothing really 

changed in the world of the story.  

And this is the first fatal flaw of story-telling, and a major reason readers will quit 

on a book and its author.  

Change is an essential element of honest story-telling.  

Readers quit your book because nothing changes. 

Change is the yardstick by which we measure life.  



 

 

It’s how we measure success or failure, beginnings and endings, birth and death. 

And since stories claim to represent life, we use change to measure how 

effectively the author has done the job of capturing and reflecting life.  

This is why readers might complain that nothing happens. “Happens” is the word 

we use for occurrences and events that matter in our lives.  

If your story doesn’t clearly convey an event or occurrence of note, then nothing 

has truly changed, or happened, in it.  

Since change is so fundamental to the human experience, and since stories 

attempt to recreate what it is to be human, the writer must focus on meeting their 

readers’ expectations in keeping with this foundational truth.  

 

Raise the Stakes 

Perhaps the simplest way to understand change has to do with quantity: Gain vs. 

Loss, More vs. Less, Better vs. Worse, Wiser or More Foolish, and so on.  

When we acquire more of something, whether that something is physical (money, 

a bigger house, a new lover) or mental/emotional (renewed trust, faith in God, a 

patriotic spirit), we have experienced change.  



 

 

However, the author must remember that deep, authentic change is never cheap.  

In an honest story, change must come at a significant price, with the risk of that 

price going up all the way to death.  

That price is known as Stakes.   

Readers don’t quit books that contain change  

which is gained at significant cost to the characters.  

Books like this are just too engrossing to put down. 

A deeper understanding of stakes will be discussed later (“Chapter 7: No Personal 

Risk”), but at this point it is imperative that you understand that stakes are a 

fundamentally essential part of an effective story.  

If you write stories, it must be to describe significant change.  

Whether your genre is fantasy, comedy, erotica, horror, or anything else under 

the sun, you will ultimately write something meant to capture the essence of 

change, and deliver it to the reader in the form of a story.  

And if you fail to do so in a cathartic way, the reader will no longer honor you 

with his or her valuable time and money.  

He’ll quit your book and find something better. 



 

 

 

The Situation Trap 

Rarely do we sit down to write with so lofty a goal, though. Capturing the mystery 

of life’s changes is a tall task. 

Rather, our impetus to create usually comes from simple inspiration, the 

fragments of life that drive us to the page.  

We see a lonely woman on the subway. We stumble upon an abandoned building 

and wonder about its history. Or we survive one of life’s battles and wish to 

repeat it in story format.  

Inspiration is powerful, and fuels us to confront the blank page.  

But inspiration isn’t enough because it rarely contains all the necessary elements 

to form a story.  

Therein lies one of the great challenges facing all artists:  

Our inspiration to create art is not art itself. 



 

 

In other words, the things that inspire us – Situations, Big Ideas, Emotions, 

Themes – are not complete, pre-packaged stories.   

Rather, they are incomplete story elements. And story elements alone are not 

nearly enough to thrill our readers. Story elements are unchanging in and of 

themselves, and must be integrated into a story and shown to change over time. 

Take the following Situation for example:  

We see a character in a place, like the lonely woman on the subway. As a portrait, 

this is quite moving. As a painter, you could render her beautifully and allow the 

viewer to fill in the gaps with romantic possibilities.  

But for authors, this is nothing more than a Character in a Setting.  

There is no motion. There is no action. No choices. This is purely a situation that 

may lead to a story, but it is not a story on its own. 

And so writing from pure inspiration is a deadly trap.  

The result? Laboring to write a story that lacks authentic change. 

Theme leads writers into the same trap, too.  



 

 

Themes are big and wildly inspirational ideas. They create the desire to tell 

stories that matter, because we want to make a difference.  

And so Themes – such as Love, Hope, Faith, Trust, Justice, and so on – inspire us 

to tell a story.  

But those things are not stories themselves.  

They are the by-product of stories, the result of excellent story-telling.  

Think of Theme as the smoke from a fire.  

A well-crafted theme is not easily made, nor is it simply superimposed upon a 

situation by giving the characters “themed” dialogue, like a character giving an 

impassioned speech about race or gender or justice.  

Characters have to make near-impossible choices in the context of race, gender, 

and/or justice – then you’ve got a winning theme. 

Themes are created by choices that matter,  

not by big talk from chatty writers. 

If you rely purely on inspiration to make your writing matter, you’re going to face 

a constant wave of frustration. Your stories will seem hollow. They will lack the 

necessary ingredients that readers have come to demand.  



 

 

And you will be bitterly disappointed that your readers aren’t as inspired by your 

big ideas as you are. 

 

Win Your Readers: Focus on Change 

The key here is awareness, because the enemy of dynamic story-telling – of 

change – is complacency.  

When you get too comfortable with your characters, setting, and conflict, you run 

the risk of writing with a stagnant imagination. It’s quite likely that the events in 

your story are proceeding like predictable clockwork.  

You must be aware of your story and its individual components, its story 

elements. You must consider how much change each can, and should, endure in 

your story. And you must experiment purposefully, intentionally departing from 

your comfort zone as you draft, willingly discovering new possibilities and 

changes that your inspiration couldn’t conjure.  

Study your story and always be digging deep to discover its essence, its “secret” 

that no one can know until they’ve read it and studied it as much as you.  

It’s quite possible that you don’t know what the central change of your story is 

yet. You’re still discovering, experimenting, and forming the story in your mind.  



 

 

That’s fine. 

But as you do so, you still need to be pursuing this vital essence of your artistic 

work. 

Always be in constant pursuit  

of your story’s central essence, its change. 

Otherwise, your readers will probably be adrift in the sea of your broad artistic 

intentions, rather than a tightly coordinated narrative effort.   

Professor Tammi quit my story because nothing happened in it. Nothing changed 

and nothing was put at stake. So he walked away.  

Don’t let your readers walk away just because nothing happens.  

If you get this right – if you really nail the essence of a great story, its portrayal of 

authentic high-stakes change – then readers will sing your praises. Their friends 

will hear the chorus, come running, and beg you to tell them a new tale.  

They will know that you are a master of life’s deepest secrets, crafting art with a 

master’s practiced hand and they will trust you.  

They’ll read anything you write.  



 

 

And they’ll be dying to share it with everyone they love. 

  



 

 

2. No Goal 
 

The Problem With “Deep” Stories 

Many writers want to tell “deep” stories.  

I certainly did when I shared Coffee Bar, an idea-stuffed, change-free play, with 

Professor Tammi.  

Yet something about my play didn’t work. At the time, I couldn’t put my finger on 

it, just like so many of us can’t quite figure out what’s wrong when our stories 

aren’t getting the reaction we want.  

Yet the answer is so obvious you’ll be tempted to ignore it. 

I did. And I regretted it for ten years. 

For many stories – even ones with beautiful prose and sweeping ideas – the main 

problem is simple, straightforward, and somehow fatal to the whole thing.  



 

 

The problem is often this: The protagonist doesn’t have a Physical Goal. 

And this problem alone has killed many stories, not to mention dreams of their 

passionate authors, despite how obvious or basic the problem seems. 

Don’t let it kill yours.  

 

Finding the Core 

I’ve had the privilege of mentoring many writers along their creative journeys. 

And this fatal flaw came up with all of them.  

Every. Single. One. 

With a student of mine, Jessica, the protagonist was a married psychologist who 

ended up falling in love with an intern.  

But the therapist never pursued anything. Stuff just happened to him. Sure, there 

was an affair and a firing and a bunch of emotions.  

But no goal.  



 

 

So I told her that a major rewrite was required.  

With Jeff, the protagonist was a high school bully who found redemption in the 

“Best Buddies” program. But like the psychologist, the events of the story 

happened to him, not because of him.  

And THAT is the crux of why a physical goal is so important. 

When a story is framed around the pursuit of a physical goal,  

it forces the protagonist to take action.  

And to take action, a protagonist must make choices that keep the reader engaged 

and excited. 

You don’t want things to happen to your protagonist (save for a single inciting 

incident). You want your protagonist to happen to the things. 

Not everyone can be Samuel Beckett or David Lynch and get away with making 

absurd and abstract art for a living.  

You are a story-teller. Your mission is to take readers on a journey.  

And for this journey to work, it must follow a protagonist’s pursuit of a physical 

goal.  



 

 

When Jeff and I sat down to fix his story, we stripped away every detail and 

character and scene until we were left with nothing but the protagonist’s deepest 

longings.  

What did he desperately want? Why would this matter more than anything? 

What would he risk losing if he failed to get it? 

And we settled on a goal for him and weaved it into every scene. The result was a 

powerful, tear-jerking tale of redemption. 

And readers loved it. 

The protagonist must want and pursue a physical goal. 

Otherwise, your readers won’t be able to love it, because they probably won’t be 

able to finish it. 

 

A Cautionary Tale 

Deducing your story’s physical essence isn’t easy.  



 

 

That’s why it’s so important to begin each project with a physical goal at its 

foundation. It’s not fun to write 100,000 words, only to discover that the entire 

foundation of your monumental work is cracked. The urge to resist this principle 

will be practically overwhelming. 

Another mentee of mine, Rick, refused to accept that the solution to his story’s 

problem was so simple. In fact, he seemed insulted when I told him that his 

protagonist needed a physical goal to chase. (Not to mention that Rick was 

writing in the YA genre, where physical pursuits are crucial!) 

I remember Rick staring at me, his eyes filled with self-assured skepticism. “I 

don’t think so,” he replied. “My protagonist is pursuing something deeper.”  

“That may be true,” I said. “But she still needs a physical goal. Otherwise, the 

reader has no idea why anything is happening.” 

Rick offered me a half-nod. “I’ll think about it.”  

We shook hands. It was the last time we would meet.  

Jessica and Jeff had success with their stories because they trusted that a core, 

physical goal was essential to serving the reader.  

But not everyone is willing to embrace this foundational principle, and it’s going 

to cost them in time and money and emotional angst and – most importantly – 

satisfied, loyal readers.  



 

 

Rick wasn’t a jerk. He was a passionate writer like you and me.  

But he was too starry-eyed about writing a Book with a Theme that was Deep and 

making a Living. He was lost in the Barnes & Noble Zone.  

Of course we aspire to tell great stories like our favorite books do. Of course we 

long to see our titles on the shelves of international booksellers.  

But you have to keep this in mind: Almost everything we read is in final 

published format, and has undergone relentless drafting.  

The plot has been ripped apart and sewn back together. The characters’ goals 

have been refined in the crucible of revision. It’s extremely difficult to read a 

published work and imagine it in its earliest, simplest form.  

But at one point, the story was probably just a dude and his desire – a character 

and a goal.  

Rick had dreams, you see, and he was anxiously writing his dreams.  

But he wasn’t writing a story. 

 



 

 

Win Your Readers: Plan Stories Around Goals 

A physical goal must be something the protagonist can hold in his hands. 

Money. A trophy. Reunion with a loved one.  

Or it can be something that is easily symbolized by a physical object or physical 

contact, like a job (a desk or fancy office), or love (hand-holding, a kiss, 

intercourse).  

So if you’re beginning a project (or stuck in the middle of one), go back to basics 

and ask yourself: “Is the heart of my story centered on the pursuit of a physical 

object?”  

If you can answer quickly and concisely, “Yes!”, then you’re off to a great start.  

But if you can’t – or if you give a long-winded answer in an attempt to convey 

how “deep” your story is – you are taking the huge risk of being ignored.  

If you don’t trust yourself to judge your story objectively (always a wise path, 

considering how self-deceived we can be on this matter), ask some Beta Readers. 

They’ll tell you for sure, because readers don’t long endure a story that isn’t about 

anything.  



 

 

Readers also don’t care if your story is “deep” – especially in the first 50-100 

pages. Readers want a story, and they want it fast. 

So from the beginning, focus on physical goals as you plan and write your stories. 

Your readers will thank you.  

  



 

 

3. No Choices 

Picking Winners 

In the winter of 2016-17, I was invited to judge a short story contest hosted by a 

very popular writing website.  

In the first round, the judges needed to eliminate roughly 350 of the nearly 400 

entries. And almost immediately, I noticed a trait of the strongest stories versus 

the weakest that aided in my task of identifying potential winners.  

Now, it’s not fair to insist that every story follow certain rules. After all, art takes 

many forms.  

But to qualify as a story, each entry needed to do at least one thing. And I was 

shocked at how many either failed to do it, or did it poorly.  

A story must feature a central, high-stakes choice. 

Otherwise it is not a story.  

It may be a portrait, or an observation, an essay, a sermon, a pastoral, a poem.  



 

 

But it is not a story.  

Stories are about change, and change is brought about by high-stakes Choices.  

 

Wanting vs. Doing 

In Chapter 2, we learned: “You don’t want things to happen to your protagonist, 

you want your protagonist to happen to the things.” 

The way protagonists get what they want, therefore, must be through choices – 

namely culminating in a defining high-stakes choice that determines his success 

or failure. 

In Jeff’s play, the protagonist, Blake, was an angry teenager who wanted to be left 

alone. This fleshed itself out in a number of ways: He wanted his parents to stop 

fighting, he wanted to get out of “buddy” duty, he wanted other students to stay 

out of his way, and so on.  

So he chose to be a recluse. 

This is a troubling choice, story-wise, because it isolates the character and leads 

to situations where choices don’t have to be made.  



 

 

(Notice all the free psychology lessons in this? If you isolate yourself, perhaps 

you’re just avoiding tough choices that need to be made to resolve your deepest 

desires!) 

So Blake just isolated himself and did nothing to resolve all the things he truly 

wanted.  

And for the purposes of story-planning, the term “want” is a problematic one.  

It seems to imply a goal, but there is a difference between “wanting” and “doing.”  

In other words, “want” isn’t enough to get a character  

off his ass. He has to “do” something. 

Consider: A character trapped on an island full of dinosaurs wants to be saved. 

What does that look like? Does he find a cadre of fellow survivors and make a run 

for it? Does he load up on guns and kill anything that moves? Does he lock 

himself in a closet and wait for the Navy to arrive?  

This is why it you need to first assign your protagonist a physical goal, but then 

give him an action, a choice, to begin the pursuit.  

Your protagonist has to do something.  

 



 

 

Actions Speak Louder 

A trait of so many “deep” stories –stories like my play, Coffee Bar, that contain 

lots of words and ideas, but no change or choices – is that they are heavy on 

dialogue.  

In fact, dialogue, imagery, and vocabulary are common hiding 

places of writers who suck at story-telling. 

I don’t say this to be mean. Most great stories are filled with clever dialogue, 

striking imagery, and mature vocabulary.  

Rather, I say this to challenge you to become a master story-teller who can do 

something with all those words. Don’t hide behind how “smart” you are – like I 

did – and ignore the fact that your story mechanics may be lacking and hurting 

your readership. 

This is why it’s so important to write with both sides of your brain. 

If you only use your right-brain and let the creativity dominate, then you’ll have a 

fabulous pile of verbs and adjectives, but probably not much by way of strategic 

change and choice.  

You have to take your drafts, and your unwritten story ideas, and plan them. And 

the planning must center on the choices your characters will make.  



 

 

After all, actions speak louder than dialogue. 

Ideally, you will conjure a whole list of choices that each character can make in 

each scene.  

And not all of them should necessarily be in his/her best interest! 

After all, have you ever had competing goals and competing motivations? Have 

you ever said something that betrayed, or even contradicted, what you wanted?  

This can all be planned, drafted, and experimented with.  

So from now on, do your best to begin using the term “Choice” interchangeably 

with “Scene”. For if a scene doesn’t contain a choice, then why does it exist?  

To really tighten your story and thrill your reader, consider adopting this rule:  

If a scene doesn’t contain a high-stakes choice,  

it doesn’t go in the story. 

Perhaps the only modification to this is that instead of a high-stakes choice, a 

chapter may contain either the complication of a choice (making it harder, and 

therefore more dramatic, for a character to make), or the fallout from a major 

choice (in essence giving the character the groundwork for a new choice).  



 

 

So in other words, each scene of your story must contain either the immediate 

lead up to, aftermath of, or guts of a critical choice.  

Otherwise, it doesn’t belong.  

Are you willing to put such a rigorous standard on your work?  

Are you willing to commit to story-telling that is dynamic and kinetic? 

Or are you still defensive of “deep” work and “beautiful imagery”, so much so that 

you’re willing to alienate your readers and write chapters of fluff that you 

appreciate on your own? 

Perhaps I’m being too harsh.  

Or perhaps I want you to be a successful author.  

I’ll let you decide.  

 



 

 

Win Your Readers: Plan for Action 

To lay a solid foundation for a protagonist, you should identify a physical goal 

and utilize action verbs to describe the character’s method of pursuit.  

Action verbs create motion. They illustrate and prescribe. By assigning 2—3 

action verbs to a Protagonist, the writer will inspire scenes and chapters for the 

pursuit, and therefore the plot.  

Before you do this, however, a few points of caution:  

 Avoid only using the verb “want.” Make sure you pair it with a clear action 

verb that describes how the protagonist will be acting in order to get what 

he/she “wants.”  

 

 Don’t assume by “action verb” that a Protagonist’s actions ought be 

violent, full of shouting, or classically “heroic.” Most physical goals are 

sought in non-violent ways. Violence should be a last resort, except for 

more villainous characters. 

 

 It will be tempting to veer off course and brainstorm “character traits” 

instead of verbs. Traits, like “handsome,” “nervous,” and “brave” are 

adjectives, not verbs. There will be a time to trifle with matters such as a 

character’s hair color, height, weight, habits, and so on. But now is not 

that time. 

 

http://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/conflict-in-dialogue/


 

 

We have to realize that these quirks have very little to do with a 

character’s goals. Traits are generally static. They don’t change or impact 

the character’s movement. Stay away from character traits for now. 

Honest character traits will arrive organically, coming from drafting 

scenes that depict the character’s flawed pursuit of a goal. It rarely works 

the other way around. 

 

 Keep in mind that your character’s pursuit will not be perfect. In fact, it 

shouldn’t be. Choose, therefore, verbs that can be easily undermined, 

altered, or contradicted. It is stronger for a character to “plot” than to 

“steal,” or to “gossip” than to “manipulate.” The more specific the verb 

and its accompanying action, the easier it will be to use when you draft.  

 

  



 

 

4. No Flaw 

Xander the Wise 

Perhaps you’ve met Tim.  

He rises from his place at Tuesday night writers group, a sly grin on his face. He 

stands before his peers, rocking back and forth with energy and ADHD. He 

glances up and down at his phone where his newest creation lies.  

“Xander the Wise wasn’t a normal assassin, you see,” he reads.  

“Oh, no! As he stalked up to his victim, he removed his blade with a hiss like the 

slither of a steel snake. His eyes glowed like yellow demonic diamonds in the 

night. He crept up behind the hapless guard, another devoted zealot of the 

renegade warlord, Zinjh, and brought the razor’s edge of his blade to the 

miserable fool’s throat. 

“Without a word, he snapped the blade across the skin, cleaving head from body. 

Xander caught the head in one hand and body in the other so that no sound 

would emerge from his fatal deed. A smirk prowling over his pursed lips, he laid 

the body to rest and mouthed, ‘The Realm of Foul Deeds is about to get a load of 

me!’” 



 

 

At this point in Tim’s oratory, most of the heads around the room are dropping. 

Phones appear in laps, their glowing screens betraying their users.  

His audience is quitting.  

I sigh.  

Tim has a fun way with words. He conjures fascinating worlds with larger-than-

life characters. How could his stories not be good?  

But as he continues to read and Xander battles villains across dimensions and 

time and through portals and every other trope of the fantasy genre, I can’t care 

less, despite the seeming stakes and drama of it all.  

Why, with such action and powerful stakes, has Tim’s story lost the room? 

Maybe you’ve met Tim. Or maybe you are Tim.  

But his mistake is painfully common and frighteningly effective at getting readers 

to quit.   

 



 

 

The Perfect Flaw 

Tim’s story of Xander the assassin committed a fatal character error that often 

slips our minds as we create and craft.  

See, Xander certainly had a goal in a changing world. He was certainly going to 

make choices, like to kill a zealot of Zinjh.  

But what he lacked is an integral element of any engaging protagonist: A Flaw.  

Many stories collapse because the writer fails to emphasize the protagonist’s 

weakness. Every character should be hindered by a significant flaw – especially 

the protagonist – lest he/she become narrative deadweight.  

To be interesting to your reader, the protagonist  

must be significantly flawed, and that flaw must prevent 

him/her from obtaining the physical goal. 

Why a flaw? Why weakness? Shouldn’t strengths be equally emphasized? 

Truth be told, strength is boring. Superpowers are intellectually dull. When a 

character is untouchable, fascination and curiosity vanish unless that character is 

a villain, and his/her vulnerability has yet to be discovered.  



 

 

Comic “super” heroes may seem an obvious exception to his principle, but they 

are not. What makes a comic book hero relatable and relevant is not his strength, 

but his weakness. The strength only matters once the weakness is overcome.  

This is why super heroes have secret identities and special weaknesses that limit 

their powers. Bruce Wayne must depend on his gadgets. Superman has to avoid 

kryptonite while protecting Lois Lane. And Peter Parker must survive the 

challenges of high school, family life, and J. Jonah Jameson, all while 

supervillains creep out of the woodwork to ruin his day.  

Comic book writers know the principle of protagonist vulnerability, and they 

follow it.  

Their heroes are only interesting when they’re weak.  

 

The Risqué Power of Weakness 

To build a story that will hook readers from page one, you must give your 

protagonist a physical goal, have him actively pursue it, and then reveal a good 

reason why he can’t possibly obtain that goal right away.  

Surely you’ll eventually identify strengths for your characters.  



 

 

But beginning with want and weakness will give you more than enough story 

matter to work with.  

It’s not that Tim’s action scene was “bad” – it just wasn’t interesting.  

Perhaps the best metaphor is a slightly risqué one – that of bathing suits vs. 

nudity. Entire industries have been built on clothing’s power to suggest and drive 

men wild with desire. They see and want to see more, perhaps even to touch, but 

cannot. Imagination takes hold and self-control withers. 

Yet studies have found, over and over, that once the clothing is gone and all is 

revealed, the audience quickly loses interest. The reveal must come at the right 

moment – appropriately known in story and intimacy as the climax.  

Beginning with a plainly naked human body may quickly satisfy a craving, but it 

isn’t interesting. Similarly, a superbly-powered assassin who never struggles to 

obtain his goal may be powerful and impressive, but it won’t engage your reader 

for more than a paragraph or two.  

A famous example of how strength and weakness can be juxtaposed is James 

Bond. While he’s a smooth-talking, bullet-dodging hero, Bond always seems to 

find himself captured, trapped, bound, tortured, and betrayed – yet from these 

positions of constant vulnerability, he cleverly finds a way out.  

Bond doesn’t know how to escape yet. And neither does the audience.  



 

 

That makes the scene fascinating.  

Great stories always begin with weak, wanting protagonists. 

They aren’t weak forever, mind you. But they’re weak long enough to hook the 

reader and give him a good reason not to quit. 

 

Win Your Readers: Focus on the Flaws 

We all want to be cool. Superpowers sound awesome.  

But what will thrill your readers more than any superpower or impressive 

character trait is the ability to overcome adversity.  

So when you plan a story and revise it, you need to focus on character flaws.  

Come up with one or two reasons why your protagonist can’t get the goal yet. 

They should be simple, honest, and easy to explain without a deluge of 

exposition.  

And as you draft, keep thinking of ways to handicap your protagonist and 

heighten the tension. Don’t ever let the protagonist off the hook too easy, or even 



 

 

at all (until the very end). Flaws can be overcome, or can rear their ugly head 

until the very end.  

Either way, make sure that 1-2 flaws are always forbidding  

your protagonist from getting what he/she wants. 

This, by the way, is an excellent way to add “depth” to the pursuit of a physical 

goal. As is true in life, sometimes our emotional, mental, and social weaknesses 

can hinder us in accomplishing even the simplest of tasks.  

At the same time, don’t overdo the flaws. Don’t go all Hallmark Channel and give 

everyone cancer, brain damage, an abusive daddy, and alcoholism at the same 

time. One or two flaws are enough to start, and you want them to be realistic 

enough.  

Stories are meant to represent reality.  

And in reality, none of us are so super and cool that our problems don’t hold us 

back.  

 



 

 

5. No Resistance 

Don’t World-Build Yet 

The Lord of the Rings is one of the most beloved books of all time.  

Yet The Lord of the Rings is probably responsible for spoiling more than a few 

young writers and their stories.  

It’s not Tolkien’s fault that he reinvented an entire genre. But rather than 

focusing on the many things he did brilliantly, many fans are enamored with the 

massive world and mythology of Middle Earth, and try to do the same.  

This is story-telling suicide.  

Don’t get me wrong. I love Tolkien.  

But one of the most self-destructive choices you can make when establishing the 

setting of your story is to do what many of us lovingly call “World-Building.” 

Just read the opening chapters of The Lord of the Rings.  



 

 

“Concerning Hobbits,” the first prologue calls itself, is four thousand words or so 

of somewhat interesting hobbit culture. No characters of note. No conflict to 

speak of (especially since hobbits tend to avoid the greater conflicts of Middle 

Earth).  

And no real story.  

Yet millions of readers braved the long, expositional desert out of fascination for 

hobbits, and eventually got to Chapter 1, “A Long-Expected Party,” which 

contains some story-telling – but still very little, to be honest.  

Tolkien gets away with something that you or I probably never will. He builds his 

world, trusting in the patience of his reader (and publisher), and slow-rolls the 

story.  

You cannot do this. Unless you have already sold a zillion books, especially a 

zillion books set inside this created world (which Tolkien did, having successfully 

published The Hobbit years prior), beginning your story with page-after-page of 

world-building is professional suicide.  

And besides – it completely ignores the real purpose of setting.  

Tolkien got away with it because he was a successfully published author, and he 

had the tension of the One Ring lurking over all the peace and tranquility he was 

describing.  



 

 

But you probably won’t get away with it, especially if you haven’t found 

publishing success just yet. If you have, then you can afford to take the risk. But 

most of us are still looking for that first big hit.  

And a pile of exposition probably won’t get many readers excited.  

So go back to basics. Understand the point of setting. It isn’t to build neat worlds 

with neat creatures.  

It’s to make your protagonist’s life hell. 

 

Redefine Setting  

We know from our earliest learning that “Setting is the Time and Place of the 

story.”  

In school, this meant recognizing the “When” and “Where” and moving on. 

Rarely did we explore the “Why” of this, and we probably never applied it to our 

lives as writers.  

That is what we must do now.  

Setting isn’t merely the “When” and “Where” of a story.  



 

 

It is the “Why” – or rather, the “Why Not,” – of a story.  

The fundamental purpose of a story’s setting is to test the 

protagonist’s flaw and resist the pursuit of his/her goal. 

Setting isn’t just there to look pretty.  

Setting exists to resist your protagonist’s pursuit of the goal.  

Consider To Kill a Mockingbird, by Harper Lee.  

Could the story of Atticus and Scout and Tom Robinson have taken place 

anywhere else, or at any other time?  

Perhaps in another southern town, it could have.  

But there is something truly unique about the way Lee sketches Maycomb for us 

– the way it contains characters we’ve met before (especially if you’ve ever lived 

in a small town, too). The Cunninghams, the Ewells, the Radley House – even the 

hot, sweaty days of summer seem to oppress Atticus as he fights the good fight, 

knowing he was licked all along.  

Also notice how the novel’s conflict is a direct byproduct of the time and place. 

The goals of the characters are impacted and threatened by this setting, and the 

flaws of the characters are boldly exposed by it.  



 

 

The setting of To Kill a Mockingbird is hardly a statement of time and place. It is 

an active force that tests Scout’s loyalty, self-discipline, and compassion for 

others.  

In Harper Lee’s novel, Maycomb is alive.  

And despite its charm, it is constantly resisting Scout and Atticus on their journey 

of justice and dignity.  

 

Home, Not-So-Sweet Home 

“But wait!” I hear some of you crying. “What about heavenly places, like The 

Shire? How did that resist Frodo’s goal?” 

Not every setting must directly oppose the protagonist’s goal – in fact, one 

specific setting should do the opposite.  

This is called the “Home” or “Haven” setting – the ideal world that the 

protagonist is often trying to save or reach.  

The Shire itself is picturesque and heavenly, its verdant hills populated with 

happy little halflings working their farms or mills. Nestled in his cozy hobbit hole, 

Frodo Baggins has not a care in the world. 



 

 

But it cannot last.  

Sure enough, Gandalf returns with bad news for Frodo, and eventually he and 

Sam strike out from Bag End amidst whispers of demonic visitors.  

Thus begins the journey.  

A Haven Setting must be a place of fragile  

and limited tranquility or peace. 

If a Haven’s serenity could last forever, and the protagonist will have no need or 

desire to leave, and the story is over. Why should Frodo and Sam leave if Gandalf 

returns safely and the Black Riders of Mordor never come knocking on the door 

of Bag End? 

Rather, Haven settings should be designed in a way that resist the protagonist’s 

goal and complicates the pursuit.  

If the protagonist longs to remain but cannot because the goal is elsewhere, his 

motivations will surely be tested.  

And if the protagonist longs to remain because his goal is safely there with him, a 

threat from within or without must shatter that sense of security and keep the 

protagonist on his way.  



 

 

No matter what form your story takes, home cannot be too safe of a place. The 

protagonist’s goals and dreams must lie elsewhere, deep in the thorny expanse 

that threatens to expose his flaw and destroy him forever.  

 

Win Your Readers: Treat Setting as a Resistant Character 

To fulfill this purpose, Setting often acts as a character in itself, actively hindering 

the protagonist on his quest. Nowhere is this more apparent than how Mankind 

considers itself relative to Nature.  

Mankind has always perceived Nature as a mighty opponent. Men stood below 

Mt. Everest for decades, hurling incalculable resources at it until the summit was 

achieved. In some cultures, boys must overcome a wild beast to achieve maturity. 

The greatest adventures in all of history and myth center on maneuvering Nature 

and her wiles.  

Why else would we name hurricanes? Why characterize cancer as a killer and use 

the language of war against it?  

Setting can also be a community or society. We are skilled at summarizing the 

wishes of hundreds or thousands into one collective. This is why we say things 

like: “The American people want tax reform.” This isn’t so much an accurate 



 

 

statement of what all 325 million Americans want, but a characterization of the 

idea of American society. 

Whether it is rural or urban, the setting it must be innately opposed to the 

physical goals that the protagonist wishes to acquire.  

 If the goal is a sacred artifact, then the artifact must lie within imposing 

mountains or forbidding caves.  

 If the goal is a lover’s kiss, then the lover must be surrounded by 

competitors and distractions.  

 If the goal is a medal or trophy, then the trophy must be off-limits, and 

the protagonist’s ability to obtain it doubted and blocked by members of 

society.  

Not all elements of the Setting must be antagonistic for this to work – just the 

majority of them.  

Nor must every antagonist element of the setting be hideous and ugly. Many 

beautiful creatures, locations, and people are dangerous and lovely at the same 

time. This contradiction has mystified and wounded humanity for millennia.  

Picturesque or not, your setting must aim to prevent the protagonist from 

progressing toward his goal. Otherwise, it is a pile of pretty but pointless words. 



 

 

Here’s the good news: Once you’ve chosen a setting that will push back against 

your protagonist’s pursuit, you’re free to decorate it and fuss with its beauty all 

you want. You should.  

Just make sure you’re decorating the house after you’ve built it, and not the other 

way around. 

 

 

  



 

 

6. No Authentic Conflict 

Coffee Bar  Fails Again 

Professor Tammi wasn’t the only person with something to say about my play, 

Coffee Bar.  

Despite the story’s flaws, I made some modest rewrites and went forward with a 

production in the fall of 2005. A friend and professional actor, Landon, attended 

our cast party and I was eager to hear his glowing feedback.  

Apparently my lunch with Professor Tammi had taught me nothing. 

When he spoke, Landon seemed frustrated.  

“Why are they fighting?” he said, refering to Coffee Bar’s two main characters. “I 

mean, they’re friends, right? So why are they fighting?” 

“They’re very passionate about what they believe,” I said.  

“But why?” Landon continued. “They love each other, they hate each other. It 

didn’t make sense.” 



 

 

Once again I felt that I had been wronged. Perhaps, I thought, Landon just didn’t 

“get it,” and his concerns where unmerited.  

Yet his criticism haunted me in the months and years that followed. 

Landon was hitting on a major problem in my play. In essence, the conflict wasn’t 

connecting with him in an authentic way. Why else would he complain that the 

“fighting” between the main characters “didn’t make sense?” 

And just like Professor Tammi, Landon was right. My play was fundamentally 

flawed in a way that would certainly frustrate its audience. Sure, Landon stayed 

through the whole play, but he certainly wouldn’t recommend it to others.  

And those others would quit on me before even giving Coffee Bar a chance.  

What did I do wrong that had him so frustrated? 

 

When Conflict is Inauthentic 

As a judge of the 2016-17 writing contest, I came across a lot of Conflict.  

Curses, punches, shouts, and deaths. I mean, a lot of conflict. 



 

 

But little of it was authentic.  

Granted, it’s a tall order to convey authentic conflict in just 1,500 words, but it’s 

an order that readers insist on.  

Authentic conflict is a requirement for a good story. 

It’s easy to conjure cheap conflict. You can find it in most early drafts or pulp 

publications. It’s composed of loud swearing, unprovoked shouting, and sudden 

acts of violence.  

In one story that I will not identify, a half-dozen characters battled all sorts of 

enemies and creatures with a million different names. It was set in a fantastical 

realm, but the characters screamed at each other in American dialect, namely the 

‘F’-word. Husbands beat wives and violence exploded without any build-up, 

suspense, or rationality.  

It was a terrible reading experience.  

Readers demand that conflict be illustrated in a believable way. Conflict is so 

central to our existence that to invest in an artist who portrays it poorly can feel 

like an insult. I hate to pick on someone more successful than me, but this is why 

many movie-goers find Michael Bay to be a maker of low-quality films. The 

conflict he creates fails to pass the smell test.  

It feels false, and doesn’t make sense. 



 

 

 

The Power of Relationships 

The key to authentic conflict is to earn it.  

For conflict to feel authentic to the reader, it must be achieved, like a bonfire 

must be build first with kindling and tinder before the heaviest logs can ignite 

and burn. 

And the way to build conflict and earn it  

is through relationships. 

By Relationships, I mean the exchange of goals, motivation, stakes, and choices 

between characters. 

Stories may be about the protagonist’s pursuit of a goal, but that pursuit isn’t in 

isolation. In most stories, a world of characters surrounds the protagonist and the 

writer must make strategic decisions about every supporting role.  

This may go against the creative, right-brained tendencies of many writers. 

Characters are fun to imagine and sketch during creation.  



 

 

But in a story, every character must be designed and deployed with strategic 

intent, all aimed at earning the conflict.  

The purpose of a character is to aid and/or resist the protagonist 

on his journey, and therefore contribute to the conflict. 

And while the main pursuit that your readers care about is hopefully that of the 

protagonist, every other character must pursue a goal as well, or else he or she 

does not belong.  

The protagonist’s pursuit doesn’t take place in a vacuum, just as your own pursuit 

of your own goals doesn’t, either.  

Our choices affect others. And their choices affect us.  

This leads to authentic conflict. 

 

Win Your Readers: Invest in Conflict 

Money is perhaps a great metaphor for conflict.  



 

 

Big moments in a story, like a fight, chase, sex, or even a death, have a price. Even 

something as small as a curse word could have a price.  

Take the ‘F’-word. Let’s say it costs $5.  

To earn that money to afford a ‘F’-word, your characters need to spend time 

together. Specifically, they need to make choices together, choices that pursue 

their goals. And depending on whether or not their actions bring their goals 

closer together or farther apart will earn them “money,” or tension to spend on 

conflict.  

Only after so many choices together can one of them look the other in the face, 

sneer in rage, and howl, “Fuck you!”  

In the same way, big-ticket story items have a cost. When two characters simply 

look at each other, drop their clothes, and get it on, it feels false – even if this 

occurs in certain parts of the world.  

When two characters come across each other (especially if we’ve just met them in 

a short story) and then draw swords, I’m bored. This show of strength and 

aggression isn’t nearly so interesting – and authentic – as a slow-burn, a build-up 

to a single action that redefines everything that came before.  

Think of the stand-off in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: almost the entire 

thing is staring, built upon three hours of story-telling. And then two gunshots.  



 

 

It’s perhaps the most thrilling gun duel in film history. And it’s earned. 

Here’s another way to think of relationships. As a mentor of mine once said, 

“Intimacy is vulnerability over time.”  

For conflict to be authentic, Intimacy– intimacy between characters, between 

characters and reader, and between characters, reader, goal, and world – must 

exist.  

That’s a lot of intimacy.  

And to earn that, you need to invest two things: vulnerability and time. Time, of 

course, is words and pages. Time is scenes and chapters. Time is a reader’s 

exposure to the character. 

Vulnerability comes from choices that reveal who these people really are. 

Choices like confessions and fears. Choices like actions and risks.  

The older I get, the less interested I become in most “action” sequences. 

Everything interesting has already happened.  

And that is what separates master story-tellers from amateurs, and writers who 

sell books from writers who don’t: Their ability to skillfully craft intimate 

relationships between characters and readers.  



 

 

They earn the story-telling capital, the conflict “money,” and only spend it once 

they’ve earned it.  

They produce stories of unrivaled authenticity.  

And their readers love it. 

  



 

 

7. No Personal Risk 
 

When Things Go Right 

Stories are about personal risk.  

To prove it, let me tell you one. 

Did you ever hear the story about the guy who wanted a toothbrush so he could 

brush his teeth before a big date? 

It’s a good one. 

First, he felt with his tongue along the front of his chompers, and noticed a build-

up of fuzz and grime.  

“Yuck,” he thought, and shivered at how disgusting his mouth had become after 

nearly a week without a good cleaning. 

Properly motivated, he rose from his couch, slipped into his car, and took off for 

the drugstore.  



 

 

Traffic was a breeze the whole way. He found a parking spot right by the door and 

smiled as a departing customer held the door for him. Inside the brightly lit store, 

he located the dental hygiene aisle, selected the perfect brush for his sensitive 

gums, and toted the purchase to the front.  

Scanning the item and his loyalty card, the cashier smiled. “Good evening, sir,” 

she said. “It looks like you have a store credit.” 

“I do?” he replied, amazed.  

“Yes!” she exclaimed. And with a wink, she dropped the new toothbrush in a 

plastic bag and handed it to him. “Have a great day!” 

And with that, he returned home, brushed his pearly whites, and proceeded to 

enjoy a fantastic date with the woman who would soon be his wife.  

You ever heard that one before?  

Me neither.  

Because it’s not a good story – unless you’re at the water cooler at work and your 

colleague is a Puritan. 

Stories aren’t about the one time everything goes right.  



 

 

Stories are about the one time everything goes horribly –  

and personally – wrong. 

Stories are about conflict born of personal Risk. 

 

Risk is Physical 

This principle of story-telling works in harmony with an earlier one: the 

protagonist’s need for a physical goal.  

While many goals are non-physical in nature, the reader needs a physical anchor 

to measure the progress of the protagonist’s journey through the story.  

In the same way, risk too must be physical. 

Of course the risk mustn’t only physical.  

But there must be some physical expression of what the protagonist is putting at 

stake in order for the story to work.  



 

 

Let’s say your protagonist wants to ask a girl to the winter dance, like George 

McFly in Back to the Future. To do so threatens rejection – an emotional reality 

that many people fear.  

Rejection can have a number of physical components to it: a slap, public 

mocking, a letter with the box checked “No,” the sight of the girl flirting with 

someone else… and so on.  

To create authentic conflict built of authentic stakes, you must study the risk 

inherent in any goal, and focus first on the physical. What does one stand to lose 

by trying to win? What physical events can and should occur when a character 

makes a risky choice?  

Even non-physical goals can have physical anchors that identify their risk.  

Imagine that Joe wants to get over his father’s death. Dad lived and died far 

away, so while Joe has been able to avoid it, he keeps having nightmares about 

Dad’s tombstone (a great physical anchor for the goal/risk pairing).  

This premise is loaded with potential for physicality. What does the tombstone 

look like? Does Joe see similar colors and textures all around him? Does he see 

his own name on it, symbolizing his own mortality? What does Joe risk by taking 

the time and money to visit his father’s memorial so far, far away? 



 

 

It all must come with a physical anchor. And doing so doesn’t limit how “deep” 

your story can go – in fact, it provides a rock-solid foundation on which your 

story can stand. 

This example proves a wonderful point about life and stories:  

The physical and mental are intimately entwined. 

The more we study and appreciate this fact – and illustrate it in our stories with 

accuracy and poetic grace – the more we will win readers who are hungry for a 

good tale.  

 

When It’s Not Personal 

Not only is risk physical, it has to be personal. The protagonist must be the one 

who stands to lose should the choice go awry.  

This story-telling mishap plagues stories that wish to exist on a “grand” or 

“global” scale. The stakes, the author may claim, are huge.  

Huge! 



 

 

But to the reader, they are often not.  

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched a battle scene in a movie with glazed 

eyes. Most of them bore me.  

And they bore me because they tend to ignore #4 (the protagonist has no 

weakness) and they become lamely impersonal. The grunting and shouting and 

clanging of swords becomes nothing but sound and fury.  

But when I know specific characters in the battle intimately (and authentically, 

Principle #6), I care.  

When the characters I know have deep, personal risks invested 

in the battle, then I’m chewing my nails into oblivion. 

I love battles like this – like Pelennor Fields in The Return of the King, where I’m 

worried about Meriadoc and Eowyn, King Theodyn and Eomer, Gandalf and 

Pippen, and even Faramir and Denethor.  

While that battle has its fair share of soldiers who bite the dust as cannon fodder, 

most of the battle is deeply personal to all of these characters with something 

physical to lose and something physical to win.  

Take Eowyn for example.  



 

 

She’s a woman forbidden to fight with the horsemen of Rohan. She’s been told to 

stay at home and serve in her father, the King’s, stead should he perish in the 

fight.  

But she fights anyway, hoping to defend her homeland and – in the subtext, 

perhaps – to win her father’s respect. Well, fight she does, and she even comes 

face to face with the Witch King of Angmar, slays him, and lives to tell the tale.  

She risks losing her father’s approval, losing her honor, and losing her friends. 

She risks losing her life, of course, but this is nearly so exciting as more tangible 

things. That’s why death isn’t always the worst thing that can happen to a 

character.  

It’s a beautifully written battle in the novel, and powerfully transferred to the 

screen by Peter Jackson. It works not because of the “grand” scale, but because of 

the intimate relationships that must survive the war that overwhelms them.  

There are many battle scenes and “huge” worlds with characters who merely exist 

to spout exposition and make impersonal choices. The exposition is written to 

sound weighty and full of stakes, but deep inside, readers know it isn’t. The 

choices may accompany loss and death, but readers know when they are really 

just impersonal strokes of an author’s pen.  

For a risk to matter, it must be personal to your characters and their deepest 

desires and vulnerabilities.  



 

 

Otherwise, it will fall flat and your readers will check out.  

 

Win Your Readers: Craft Personal, Physical Stakes 

Obviously stories aren’t about things going right – they must describe when all of 

the hell in your protagonist’s world breaks loose.  

But to keep your reader engaged and immersed in the world of your story, the 

stakes must be personal and measurable.  

So keep it local to the protagonist.  

What he or she stands to lose must be something that any group 

of sane readers would hate to lose themselves. 

And it must be something that can’t be easily fixed or replaced.  

While this idea of “personal” stakes is nothing new or innovative, the reality that 

it must be physically measurable might be.  

Remember: Physical stakes won’t be the only stakes in your story. But they must 

provide the base of everything your protagonist stands to lose.  



 

 

Otherwise your work will have a vagueness to it, a feeling similar to what my 

friend Landon had when he encountered the inauthentic conflict of my play, 

Coffee Bar. I can honestly admit: The characters in Coffee Bar had nothing 

tangible to lose, and the flimsy story-telling exposed it. 

Inauthentic conflict feels cheap. So do inauthentic stakes.  

And readers come to feel your protagonist’s stakes by relating them to their own 

lives.  

“Man, that would suck,” the reader might think to himself.  

There must be some physical equivalence.  

So plan your stories – or edit them if they’re struggling now – 

with physically-anchored risks. 

Your readers will love the thrill of your protagonist’s adventure all the more, and 

stick around when the sequel arrives, too.  

 



 

 

8. No Suffering 

The Sins of the Mudblood 

Before the final Harry Potter book came out, I read a lot of theories exploring 

what would happen in the final chapter of the saga.  

And one of the dominant theories, believe it or not, was that Hermione Granger 

was going to die.  

Perhaps a shocking thought, the theory was based on the reality that throughout 

the books Hermione had offended too many Death Eaters (Voldemort’s 

followers) to possibly live to tell the tale. She was born of Muggles (a 

“mudblood”), incessantly arrogant, frequently clever, and a close friend of Harry 

Potter.  

Therefore, easy bait.  

And she was always the one conjuring spells and tricks that made the Death 

Eaters look like fools. 

While Hermione (spoiler alert!) did not die in the final book, she did pay for her 

sins in the book’s most harrowing chapter, “Malfoy Manner,” when villainess 

Bellatrix Lestrange tortured Hermione for what seemed like an eternity.  



 

 

I bring up this example to make two points:  

1. Your readers demand Justice 

2. Your story must have its own internal sense of Justice 

If you want to be a writer with any kind of following, you must know that your 

readers will have the same expectations of your stories as they do of others.  

And in those expectations, they will expect justice, or will tolerate injustice with 

damned good reasons.  

Therefore, you must not only be aware of this expectation, but of the balance of 

justice within your story. 

And the way to tilt this balance is through Suffering.  

 

All-Important Consequences 

This is big-league stuff, just to warn you.  

This is what will separate you from the plebs. It is the most difficult element of 

story to execute well, but if you approach it with compassion, cleverness, and 

patient skill, you will win loyal audiences forever.  



 

 

Consider a little company called Pixar.  

Pixar spends three-to-four years on each movie’s story before drawing a single 

frame of animation. Pixar’s writers realize that conflict is everything, and they 

take their characters to the very end of the line in every film.  

In Ratatouille, the chefs abandon Remy when they learn the truth that a rat is 

trying to cook.  

In Inside Out, Joy plummets into the “memory dump,” the place where things go 

to be forgotten forever. 

And with gut-wrenching sadness in Up, Carl abandons his sacred house – the 

Haven of his wife’s soul – to save his new friend, Russell.  

These stories know that goals come with a price tag and Pixar 

makes their characters pay dearly to have them. 

In theory, this sounds horrible.  

But there is something in the human soul that demands payment for a deeply-

desired goal. It is essential to authentic catharsis. We know – often from 

merciless, brutal experience – that life is hard. Good things are hard to get.  



 

 

And the best moments seem to end before we’ve had the chance to fully enjoy 

them.  

 

A Study in Copping Out 

Some stories don’t like to work this hard.  

Some stories write themselves into a corner, only to take the easy (read: cheap) 

way out by erasing all the suffering and ignoring the tilting scales of justice.  

Cheap stories believe that choices don’t matter,  

that good intentions always result in success. 

This is story-poison – at least if your target reader is older than 13.  

It’s so easy for a writer to cop out and ignore the power and necessity for 

authentic consequences. We tend to corner ourselves by making things tough on 

the protagonist, and then balk at actually making him pay for his choices.  

So to meet their deadline and get out of our jam, we commit a terrible story-

telling sin: Suddenly the goal decides it has wanted the protagonist too, all along.  



 

 

Deus ex machina.  

You’ve seen this before, and you hate it just as much as I do.  

Take, Tara, for example, a teenage girl interested in theater.  

She auditions for the Fall Musical but doesn’t make the cast list. She’s relegated 

to a techie while the upperclassmen get the lead roles.  

Grief-stricken, Tara sneaks onstage after rehearsal and begins singing to an 

empty house. Her sorrowful voice fills the vacant room and echoes back to her 

warm, weary ears. No one will ever recognize her talent.  

Or so she thinks!  

For from the sound booth comes a voice – the voice of the director. He shouts: 

“Bravo!”  

The director emerges to greet a very embarrassed Tara, and instead of scolding 

her, praises the young singer.  

“I’ve been watching you, Tara,” the director says. “I thought you weren’t lead 

material, but I was wrong about you. So I’m going to give you a share of the lead 

role. You’re just too good to pass up.” 



 

 

Tara beams. “Thank you!” 

Cue musical number, a la Disney Channel.  

A deus ex machina if I’ve ever seen one. 

If this doesn’t make you sick to your stomach, then you might not have what it 

takes to tell the truth on the page.  

It’s just too fake. Life doesn’t work that way and we know it.  

Life is a cruel teacher.  

Life comes out of the sound booth and says, “Sounds good, Tara. Keep working at 

it, and maybe we’ll have a spot for you next year.” And then Tara learns that there 

is more to life and theater and high school than winning lead roles.  

This is one of many lessons that the story could teach.  

And life’s most valuable lessons are usually taught  

through suffering. 

Your characters learn these lessons by taking chances, making choices, and then 

suffering the consequences. And the consequences need not all be negative. But if 

a negative outcome can occur, it had probably better. 



 

 

Remember: Characters don’t have to die to pay for their narrative sins.  

But they most certainly should suffer for them. And there are a lot of ways to 

make someone suffer other than killing them off. 

Even when a character doesn’t sin – like Forrest Gump – his path must be 

checkered with suffering.  

Suffering is the cost of any good goal. 

A price that is any cheaper is just that: False, fake, flimsy, cheap.  

Your readers won’t buy it for a second.  

 

Win Your Readers: Craft a Happy True Ending 

Regardless of your story’s genre, your protagonist’s choices must have 

inescapable consequences, and he/she must face them in order to achieve the 

goal. 

Keep in mind that every Pixar movie has a happy ending. Lots of stories have 

happy endings.  



 

 

Your story can, too.  

But there is a unique kind of ending that is better – and deeper – than a “happy” 

ending: A True Ending. 

A True Ending accounts for the reality that getting a goal has  

a price, even if that price is high but worth it. 

Notice that word: “worth.” 

Earlier I compared conflict to money. Suffering can be compared to it, too.  

Perhaps Hermione Granger “deserved” to die for her actions; perhaps not. But 

she had definitely banked some narrative debt, inflicting suffering on the Death 

Eaters without enduring any herself.  

The scales were tilted.  

So when she survives her torture (paying her debt) and eventually helps defeat 

Voldemort, we can easily see how her sacrifice – her suffering – was “worth” it.  

She paid in awful, physical ways, but still achieved her goal.  

In your quest to tell an honest story with a true ending, one of the most difficult 

tasks is to identify the right amount of suffering.  



 

 

And this takes work.  

This is why endings are so damned hard. Endings are really about how much 

suffering must be paid, in what way, and whether or not it is enough to win the 

goal and overcome the antagonists in the story. 

And to make matters more difficult, your reader will come to your story with a 

boatload of expectations and judgments about how much suffering is the right 

amount for your characters’ actions and inactions.  

Whew.  

But knowing is half the battle.  

And armed with the knowledge that endings are really about suffering, you can 

begin to create and craft stories that aim to satisfy (or even challenge) your 

readers’ expectations.  

You will write purposefully and powerfully.  

And you will wow your readers with endings that take bold narrative risks and 

leave a lasting impression.  



 

 

9. No Pacing 

The Most Useless Feedback Ever 

Perhaps the most useless feedback a writer can get is this:  

“It felt slow to me.” 

That, or some variation.  

“It felt fast. Slow. Choppy. Long. Short.”  

You name it.  

This is perhaps because the speaker, trying to explain their reading experience, 

uses one of two nebulous, nearly meaningless terms: “felt” or “feels.”  

Because to us, these words mean nothing.  

And the worst part is that this feedback is usually accompanied by a half-

compliment:  



 

 

“It felt slow, but I liked the characters.”  

In other words, something was working (the characters) but something else 

wasn’t (the pacing).  

Odds are, if a reader uses the word “felt” or “feels,” and then describes the speed 

or length of your story, you have a pacing problem.  

If your reader uses the word “flow,”  

then you definitely have a pacing problem. 

And if you have a pacing problem, you have a MAJOR problem that will shred 

your reader count.  

 

What is Pacing? 

Perhaps the biggest problem with Pacing is that its definition is rather hazy.  

Most definitions will address Time – that pacing refers to the time it takes for 

events to occur.  

Namely, they occur “fast,” “slow,” or “just right.” 



 

 

And time certainly is a part of the picture.  

But to a reader, time is a felt reality (there’s that word again!), and it is not 

something that everyone experiences equally.  

So is feedback about how something “feels” or “felt” useless?  

Not at all.  

To grasp pacing in a way that will hook your reader for good, you need to connect 

the human concept of time with its core emotional anchor – in other words, the 

way most of us “feel” time.  

And we feel it, more than any other way, through our 

Expectations and Desires. 

Further complicating the bugaboo of pacing is the issue of macro pacing vs. 

micro.  

Macro Pacing refers to how the gap between expectation and reality fluctuates 

over the story. 

At your story’s beginning, the gap between the protagonist’s expectation of 

getting his goal is very distant from the goal itself.  



 

 

At the story’s climax, the desire for the goal is almost touching it, but not quite. 

The gap fluctuates over the course of the story.  

And as the author, you must control the flow of this fluctuation, like a wave that 

begins large and tightens to almost a perfect line. 

Whether you’re writing a novel or a 1,500 short story for the next national 

contest, your story will need a beginning, middle, and end – also known as the 3-

Act Structure.  

But functionally, it isn’t just a matter of having three parts.  

Your story will need unique goals, choices, and consequences  

for each three parts. 

Even in a short story, the goal and stakes must be introduced in the first third, 

otherwise the reader will find the beginning “slow” and be tempted to skip it.  

(This, by the way, had me arguing vehemently against a popular entry in the 

Winter Contest – its beginning was devoid of any goal and stakes, disqualifying it 

in my definition.) 

But to really tell a complete, well-paced story, you need three acts, and all three 

acts need to matter.  



 

 

Micro Pacing, meanwhile, refers to how that expectation gap fluctuates in a 

scene or chapter.  

Macro and Micro pacing are entirely different animals. But it’s fair to say if you’re 

getting feedback on a short story, single chapter, or single scene, you’re dealing 

with the problems of micro. 

Every story must deal with micro pacing.  

It is the flow of dialogue, the flow of description, the flow of thoughts, the flow of 

everything.  

And flow is what usually drives readers away when executed poorly. 

 

Go With the Flow 

As a judge of the 2016 Winter Short Story Contest, I can tell you that pacing 

played a large role in my enjoyment (and lack thereof) of certain stories. It ruined 

stories that otherwise might have been contenders.  

If the flow of your story isn’t working, your story isn’t working. 



 

 

I don’t care if your characters are intriguing and perfectly sketched. I don’t care if 

their goals, motivations, and conflict are all authentic and high-stakes and poetic.  

If these elements do not flow together in a seamless stream, your reader will quit 

on you.  

Flow is that essential.  

Think of the greatest teacher you’ve ever had. Think of how they guided you, 

challenged you, pushed you while keeping you safe, and elevated the class into a 

powerful life experience.  

Then think of the worst teacher you’ve ever had. Think of how they ignored you 

or disrespected you, left you to figure things out on your own, failed to maintain 

any consistency or schedule, and left you feeling uncomfortable with the things 

they said and did.  

That’s the difference between a story with effective flow and a story without it.  

Flow is the hand that guides the reader through your story. It is as essential, if not 

more so, than any form of “voice” or “style.” 

The most important element of your style will be how 

considerate you are of the reader regarding your story’s flow. 



 

 

If this element of style isn’t present, most readers won’t stick around to discover 

the rest of your style. 

They’ll quit – and rightfully so.  

 

Win Your Readers: Become a Master of Micro Pacing 

Since pacing and flow are “felt” realities for your reader, it’ll be difficult to get 

specific feedback about your story.  

In fact, it may flow wonderfully in most places, but suffer in others. Your reader 

might not be able to detect these breaks in flow with the specificity that you need 

in order to make corrections.  

That’s why it’s essential to workshop with other writers. They can help you 

diagnose problems with pinpoint accuracy and get your making fixes right away.  

For now, it’s important to understand the tangibles of flow. While there are too 

many to fit in this one chapter, these most common and essential elements will 

save your story well enough.  

Dialogue Tags 



 

 

To improve your dialogue skills, study natural speech patterns in a variety of 

settings and cultures, then attempt to recreate them on the page.  

You’ll notice that a natural part of any speech is the balance between what is 

spoken and what is not. Pauses, silences, and breathing are major aspects of any 

person’s way of speaking. To ignore this is to leave out an essential part of human 

speech that your readers unconsciously want. 

Experiment with dialogue tags: “he said,” “she whispered,” and so on.  

Usually at the beginning of a conversation or a short exchange, tags are 

important, to establish each speaker. They are used to emphasize tone or volume 

when necessary.  

Other times, you can substitute an action for a tag:  

Bob folded his menu. “I’ll have what she is having.” 

But what will really help your dialogue flow is the little moments between words. 

And you don’t need a ton of them to be effective. Try adding one or two little 

characterizing moments in your dialogue and see how your readers react. Focus 

on where a pause will help the characters – and the readers – digest a particular 

revelation, confession, accusation, or question.  

When you are able to balance speech, silence, and action in harmony, the flow of 

your story will get markedly better.  



 

 

 

Narration 

Perhaps the most jarring element of a story is when a 1st-person narrator has to 

be the funniest person in the room.  

Many great stories have been wounded by this flaw.  

What triggers it is the sudden change in tone. Let’s say the narrator is visiting an 

ex-girlfriend. You read the following:  

She looked up from the table. “I was hoping we could see each other more.” As if 

that was what I wanted to hear.  

The first two sentences are fine – the narrator uses an action in place of a 

dialogue tag, clearly establishing the speaker of the next line.  

But the next sentence is unannounced – we have no idea if the statement is 

honest, sarcastic, or just observant.  

To implement a narrator with his or her own distinctive voice, 

the author must carefully merge the two tasks of a 1st-person 

narrator: Story-telling and Characterization. 



 

 

The second task is obviously more fun, and clear is the purpose of the line, “As if 

that was what I wanted to hear.”  

But it abruptly follows two sentences of story-telling, where the narrator’s voice is 

completely absent.  

The reader needs a transition. This can be a visual cue, like a paragraph break, 

separating the story-telling from the characterization:  

She looked up from the table. “I was hoping we could see each other more.”  

As if that was what I wanted to hear.  

Or, the reader might benefit from a transitional phrase or sentence:  

She looked up from the table. “I was hoping we could see each other more.” I met 

her eyes and blinked. As if that was what I wanted to hear.  

Even this small addition, “I met her eyes and blinked,” transitions from story-

telling to characterization. A paragraph break would help even more, giving the 

reader an additional cue that the tone is about to shift.  

Without these considerate pacing tools, your reader will be caught in a tornado of 

character and story, swirling around each other in a confusing storm.  



 

 

And many of them will simply quit rather than ride it out.  

 

Narrative Description 

Whether in 1st or 3rd person, every narrator has the job of describing the world of 

the story. This description often drifts into bulky, overstuffed paragraphs filled 

with the author’s favorite imagery.  

It is here that readers encounter things that are either “choppy” or “slow.” 

To keep your description from becoming this way, try to do the following:  

1. Vary your sentence length. Use a long sentence, followed by a 

medium, then a short, to give your reader variety in what they read. 

Otherwise, it will feel choppy or long-winded and upset their felt pacing. 

See this paragraph as an example. 

 

2. Use 2 images instead of 3. Or 1 instead of 2. Either way, you probably 

don’t need nearly as many adjectives as you think. Description is the 

ultimate self-indulgence for writers, and we tend to be very possessive of 

our best images. Yet most readers won’t want half of them. Get liberal 

with your red pen. Find the 1 or 2 images that best serve the story and cut 

the rest. Your reader will thank you.  



 

 

Action 

The final area where your story’s pace can get ruined is in its action scenes.  

Choppiness is a frequent offender here, as writers are often tempted to write 

quick, short sentences, “telling” the action as it happens.  

But action is best when shown through the experience of the character.  

Think of it this way: Your entire story should be about your character’s desires – 

why would you abandon this when the action comes?  

Teachers of writing always say that action and sex scenes are the hardest to write, 

and this is because the temptation is constant to forget your character’s wants 

and goals in this moment of “climax” (no pun intended).  

Rather, the pursuit must continue. The desire, the motivation, the stakes, the 

fear, the consequences must all remain.  

I encountered this in my novel The Bean of Life when the protagonist, Fischer, 

runs across the city with a mug of coffee for his friend, Sully. On the way he gets 

beaten, jumps into a garbage truck, sneaks through a building, and finally gets 

arrested. The whole time I kept reminding myself: It’s about the coffee! 

Everything Fischer did – everything he endured – was for the sake of his goal.  



 

 

So avoid simply listing violence and other purely physical actions – at least for 

long. A sentence here and there is okay.  

But if these sentences of “telling” aren’t strengthened by the muscle of character 

motivation and suffering, they will bore your reader and turn your “action” 

scenes into the worst parts of the story.  

 



 

 

10. No Respect for the Reader 

The Problem with “Good” Stories 

Since my lunch with Professor Tammi, I’ve assumed his place on the other side of 

the table.  

I’ve been teaching high school English for over ten years now. In that time, I’ve 

read every kind of student work you can imagine, and much of it isn’t pretty. I’ve 

had the unpleasant honor of dispensing tough love to naïve writers, and I imagine 

my experiences have been much like Professor Tammi’s with me.  

Despite breaking a number of hearts, I’ve learned something surprising about 

stories and their authors: It isn’t the ugly writing that’s the hardest to critique.  

It’s the good writing – work that is pretty, poetic, imagistic, surreal, stylized, and 

witty.  

Because behind many so-called “good” stories  

are proud and defiant authors. 

You can imagine why.  



 

 

Authors of this kind of work know exactly how pretty it is, and they’re not about 

to be told that their story sucks. They are more in love with their own words than 

they are with the reader’s experience, and will defend themselves to the death. 

And sitting across from Professor Tammi, I was the worst of them. 

 

Writing for the Reader 

This brings up a fundamental question that you must answer before sharing your 

work with another person.  

For whom are you writing? Your reader? Or yourself? 

If you are truly writing for yourself, for pleasure and nothing more, then you 

don’t need this book. You should write what you want to write no matter what.  

But the majority of writers wish to share their work with the greater community. 

They long to be published and profitable. They don’t necessarily love attention, 

but they do dream of sharing their work with the world and perhaps achieving 

some kind of popular and financial success.   

This means they’re writing for a reader, and not themselves.  



 

 

Therefore, a story must be told  

with the reader’s best interest in mind. 

Writing with the reader’s best interest in mind may seem obvious, but to many 

authors, it’s not.  

If it were so obvious, writers wouldn’t bristle at criticism.  

If it were so obvious, words like “pedantic” and “offensive” and “verbose” 

wouldn’t need to exist.  

And if the reader’s best interests were always at the forefront, writers wouldn’t 

dare rush their work out and get it published even when it’s nowhere close to 

ready for an audience. 

Respect for the reader isn’t nearly as intuitive as it should be. It must be learned 

through practice and discipline, otherwise your story may be doomed to fail from 

the beginning because you are too in love with the sound of your own voice.  

As I’ve admitted many times, I was such a writer.  

When others didn’t understand or appreciate my work, I took it as a personal 

attack and not valuable feedback. When Professor Tammi told me that my play 

lacked a story, I didn’t consider this to be a flaw. 



 

 

The words were there, I thought. I’m a great writer – I know it!  

Even if nothing really happened or changed in my play, the dialogue and setting 

and symbolism were brilliant on their own, and audiences should respect me for 

creating such a brilliant piece of art.  

Sure, I loved my own voice. That can be forgiven.  

But something much worse was going on underneath my narcissistic behavior. In 

reality, I believed that if the reader didn’t love my writing, he/she was an idiot.  

My attitude was full of contempt for the reader.  

The work became about me, the author, and not the reader. If the reader didn’t 

“get it,” that was his problem. 

Thankfully, a decade of maturation and story-telling have educated me about the 

infinite value of the reader and his experience with my writing.  

But I still wasted years of inspiration and passion by wallowing in this filthy 

contempt.  

Let this be a cautionary tale to you.  



 

 

Remember to always keep the reader’s experience in the forefront of your mind 

when you set out to tell a story, because if a reader senses that you have an ounce 

of contempt for him, he will rightfully throw your work in the trash and leave 1-

star reviews on as many websites as he can.  

Readers take things personally.  

And they should. They’ve invested time and money in your work. They deserve 

your humble, gracious, focused, patient, over-achieving best.  

Give it to them, starting right now. 

 

Win Your Readers: Show Tangible Respect 

To show your reader that you appreciate her, first master the ten concepts of this 

book.  

By composing a well-structure narrative that abides by sound story-telling 

principles, you will deliver a product that the reader expects, and readers don’t 

expect a story that is broken or half-assed.  

They expect your best, and by following the overt and innate principles of story-

telling (and its goal of imitating life), you will show them respect and win it back.  



 

 

Additionally, you must consider your target reader’s expectations.  

These expectations are formed by two major factors:  

Market and Genre.  

There are predominantly three Markets in the world of publishing: YA, 

Commercial, and Literary.  

YA is aimed at tweens and young adults, often containing limited or reduced 

adult theming and language. However, it is usually heavier on relationship drama 

and features short, easily consumable chapters.  

Commercial is the forefather of YA, containing similarly brief chapters and 

plot-driven stories. Character development is certainly present, balanced with 

generally fast-paced plotting. These are books designed to hook a reader quickly 

and sell well at airports. They tend to contain more mature themes, including 

more violence, language, and sex than is considered appropriate for a YA title. 

Finally, Literary Fiction dominantly features deeply-sketched characters in 

stories where plot or premise isn’t the primary element. The writing is top-notch, 

where any grammatical error or remotely cliché piece of imagery will be 

excoriated on sight.  

Knowing your intended market is key to knowing how to design your story for the 

right reader.  



 

 

It is the first sign of respect.  

The second factor that will influence your reader’s expectations is Genre.  

Genre really narrows the field. A reader looking for a good action-adventure yarn 

probably has different expectations that a reader looking for zombie erotica.  

To help you make some important story-telling decisions and start gearing your 

work toward the right reader, focus on the following 3 elements to help avoid 

alienating readers and losing them.  

 

Language 

Many readers don’t like cursing. Some may dislike I,t but will tolerate a certain 

amount of it.  

Consider this: Unless your story has a burning need for 

swearing, why use it?  

Seriously. What does it add?  

I’m not saying you should go back to kindergarten and never curse – I’m saying 

that in your story curse words need to have a purpose.  



 

 

If anything, they should be used purely as a characterizing tool, and used as 

sparingly and exclusively as possible.  

Otherwise, you risk alienating certain readers who simply don’t want to stomach 

the toilet mouth.  

And before you roll your eyes, don’t be quick to judge.  

It’s easy to dismiss others for not tolerating what you are willing to tolerate.  

If you want to win a large following, you will need to remember that there are 

myriad ways to life a full and happy life. Some involve copious uses of the word 

“fuck” – some refuse to even utter the term “crap.”  

But both can buy your book – or not.  

So make sure that every use of a polarizing word serves an 

indispensable purpose.  

Make it hard for even the most prim and proper-tongued reader to see the 

rationale behind your choices.  

 

Violence 



 

 

Many genres, even in the YA market, call for violence.  

In fact, two of the most successful YA series of all time, Harry Potter and The 

Hunger Games, boast a lot of it.  

Yet somehow the authors of these books were able to depict horrific acts of 

violence without alienating kids and parents alike.  

How did they do it? 

First of all, violence is usually committed by villains.  

When bad guys do bad things, the reader is aligned with the protagonist in 

his/her revulsion. And when violence is committed by the heroes, there is usually 

a reason or a hard lesson to be learned.  

But even when violence is shown, the author chooses to show its effects in a 

restricted way. Blood may be shown, but the verb he/she uses is gentle.  

When blood “flows” or a character finds “blood  

on his tongue,” it isn’t nearly so graphic is when  

blood “spurts,” “sprays,” or “gushes.”  



 

 

Think of how a PG-13 movie shows gunshot wounds, versus an R-rated one. The 

first will show a little blood on the victim’s clothing; the second shows brains 

spattered on the wall.  

You must have the same judgment when crafting violence in your story. Think of 

your readers and what they can handle. Don’t judge them for being too meek or 

squeamish. Empathize with them.  

And then write scenes of gripping action that give the reader exactly what she 

wants – and what she can handle.  

 

Sex 

Perhaps the greatest consideration you must make, depending on your target 

reader’s market and genre, is sexual.  

If you are an American, you live in a culture that is schizophrenically Puritanical 

yet pornographic.  

Families – composed of individuals who may be your readers – 

have strong, deeply held opinions about sex  

that you cannot and will not change.  



 

 

Do not forget this. While there are always rare exceptions, it is generally true that 

readers will not compromise when it comes to their tolerance for sexual content.  

If you are writing a commercial or literary romance, then, you can get away with a 

modest amount of gratuity.  

But in YA romance, you must be cautious.  

We all love to rail against censorship, but we can all agree that 50 Shades of Grey 

doesn’t belong in the YA shelves (despite the fact that many teens want to read it 

anyway).  

If your goal is to be published in the mainstream – YA, commercial, or literary – 

and achieve a widespread following, you will need to be very careful when it 

comes to sex scenes and sexual discourse.  

For my novel (written for a commercial audience in the contemporary satire 

genre), I included some intense themes, including violence against women. At the 

urging of friends and Beta Readers, I dialed back the intensity of some scenes and 

dialogue, focusing particularly of a rather loud and brash character named 

Trysta.  

Trysta is designed to be a menace. She curses more than any other character and 

intentionally discomforts the men around her.  

But a valued female friend warned me that Trysta was an affront to the gender.  



 

 

So not only did I roll back some of Trysta’s more aggressive words and actions, I 

gave her a vulnerable history that is revealed in tiny bits.  

Rereading the text now, I miss nothing that was cut. Instead, I see a wounded, 

desperate character that is more of a mystery than an insult.  

The overall effect of listening to my reader’s sensitivity?  

Now more people can read my novel, tolerate its more intense 

scenes, and receive my intended message.  

What do I lose by cutting a few curse words, anatomical slurs, or sexual actions?  

This isn’t about my “artistic integrity.” It’s about respecting your reader.  

And if you want to achieve mainstream success, you need to keep your target 

readers’ needs in mind.  

Your story will hardly suffer for it – in fact, it will probably be better all-around 

because it is a product designed for human consumption, rather than human 

endurance.  

 



 

 

Conclusion: Do It – Write!  
 

When I Won Them Back 

In 2014, I had an idea.  

A decade had passed since my lunch with Professor Tammi. Two more rewrites of 

Coffee Bar took it closer to a real story, but it still wasn’t there.  

And then the idea came to me: What if it wasn’t a play, but a novel?  

So I started writing.  

Soon, I abandoned the old title. It was the right choice, as the story was no longer 

an attempt at “Art,” but a story that I was, and am, very proud of.  

The Bean of Life describes a man’s desperate journey to save the world with 

coffee. But more than that, it is a story of justice, human suffering, and 

friendship. 



 

 

And while I’ve learned a lot about story from coaching and teaching, I learned it 

best from the journey of writing this novel.  

Every one of these 10 Principles has been put to the test in The Bean. I have a 

document filled with cuts and rewrites totally 60,000 words. While I spent six 

months writing it, I spent the following twenty months sharing it with readers 

and editors, revising, changing, cutting, adding, tweaking, and doing everything 

necessary to make the book a powerful experience for my readers.  

Is it perfect? Of course not.  

Is it going to be loved by everyone who reads it? No, and it doesn’t have to be.  

But The Bean of Life is a story that readers have told me is impossible to quit. “I 

had to know what was going to happen!” they say.  

And not because of cheap cliff-hanger plot gimmicks.  

Because the characters, their goals, their choices, the stakes, the pain, the flow – 

it all adds up to a positive reading experience.  

I tell you this to give you a full picture of the story-telling process that we all must 

utilize. Your first drafts will still be – in the words of Hemingway – “shit.” They’ll 

offend and suck and lack necessary elements.  



 

 

But armed with the knowledge in this book, you’ll know what to do and how to 

ask readers for great feedback.  

And then you’ll use it to create powerful, addicting stories that will hook your 

readers forever.  

My journey began with the disappointment of Coffee Bar.  

But knowing that it led to The Bean of Life makes me even more grateful for my 

friends, for Landon, and for Professor Tammi.  

The process worked because I learned to be humble, and to value my reader more 

than anything, or anyone, else.  

 

Start Strong 

Hopefully you’re motivated to get going.  

After all, you’ve just read ten chapters of game-changing content on how to tell a 

great story! 

Perhaps you’ve taken notes or written a few pages of a story. Perhaps you’ve 

shared the ideas in this book with your writing group, spouse, or a friend.  



 

 

The point is, you’re geared up – it’s time to write stories that readers will love! 

And then it happens: Writer’s Block strikes back.  

What do you do? 

In the fall of 2016, I wrote a post for The Write Practice where I argued that there 

is no such thing as “Writer’s Block,” but there is such a thing as “Writer’s Quit.”  

And the reason we quit is because we tend to make really dumb, inefficient 

choices. We try to write the next great American novel. We try to have sixteen 

protagonists with thirty-two unique goals.  

We try to be Shakespeare.  

Don’t do this. Please. 

Just start with one protagonist and one goal.  

Start strong.  

Start with desire and pursuit. Start with a choice and build around it, going both 

forward and backward as you feel led.  

Start strong.  



 

 

Put simply, start with conflict.  

Anything before the conflict isn’t important. 

Exposition is one of the many bugaboos of story-telling.  

You may need it just to get the millions of ideas out of your head, and that’s 

perfectly good – just make sure you label it exactly what it is: “EXPOSITION.”  

Not story.  

Exposition is a weak way to beginning a story.  

Conflict – and its components, like a physical goal, choices, flaws, and suffering – 

are strong.  

Begin page 1 with your character’s pursuit and risks and the opposition that keeps 

him from getting what he wants. If you start anywhere else, your reader will 

probably not keep going. Curiosity may get her to open the book, but it won’t get 

her much farther than that.  

This is why literary agents request only the first 5 or 10 pages when you submit 

your manuscript. If the story doesn’t work immediately, then it probably doesn’t 

work at all.  



 

 

And while the first 5-10 pages you draft will probably never resemble those of 

your final manuscript, you might as well hit the ground running.  

So start strong.  

Start with a goal and a choice, and go from there.  

Because it will lead to a story with a rock-solid core – the kind that readers love.  

Now – Go.  

Do it.  

WRITE! 
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