 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #1 - Know Your Story, Know Your Plot, Know the Difference
Peter Dunne, in EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT, says when we think about great stories, about great movies, we remember first and foremost about whom the story is told.  More than the twists and turns of the plot and the grand scale of the action, we recall the character(s) around whom all of the action swirls.  Who is the good guy?  Who is the bad guy?  Who falls in love with whom? With whom did we fall in love?  Who was most memorable?  For instance, when we think about TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD, we think about Atticus Finch and his daughter Scout.  Then we think about the larger picture – the story of racial prejudice in the South that underlies and underscores everything else.
So the answer to the question, What is your story about? is nothing if it’s not about Who.
And that is the difference between story and plot.  The plot is what happens in the book.  The story is what it does to the who it happens to.  And, of the who and what of it, the who is far more important than the what.  The what would be worthless without the who.  But, to be fair, the who wouldn’t be much without the what, either.
We can also look at it this way:

The plot provides the action: the film’s motion.  And the story provides the reaction, the film’s emotion.
I love that.  In fact, when I first thought about that statement, I printed it out and tacked it up on my bulletin board in my office.

Dunne goes on to say that inside the story, where the emotions play out, the portraits of your characters are subtly sketched.  The portrait is sketched by revealing the character’s emotions through his behavior [and, says Pat, through the judicious use of internal thought which is extremely important in books about relationships].  This behavior can be as exaggerated as provoking a barroom brawl or loud argument, or as delicate as a seductive glance.  Your character’s behavior is most telling when it is in reaction to some unexpected event.  His or her emotional reaction can bring unpredicted results, and more importantly, unwanted revelations.  Truth arrives on the coattails of surprise – truth that up until this point in your plot has escaped your hero’s consciousness.

Suddenly the truth is out in the open.  And the reasons for your hero not wanting to let you see his truths are the gist of his or her mystery.  Your hero’s truths – like everyone else’s – are buried deep down inside.  And often they are buried unknowingly.  Subconsciously.  When they are uncovered and examined through the story’s arc, the reason they were buried provides the story with “meaning.”  As each of these epiphanies takes place, the hero becomes stronger for it.  This is a new strength that he uses to forge ahead, and eventually, to forge a victory.  His victory is usually the climax to the plot.  Afterwards, his understanding of the changes that took place within him creates the book’s resolution.

So . . . the story is the journey for truth.  The plot is the road it takes to get there.
We use the plot – the action – to push the story along to its logical conclusion.  The plot comes from external, uncontrollable sources.  Something “happens” to your protagonist that she has no control over.  It could be an Act of Fate, an Act of God – a natural disaster could take a loved one away in an earthquake or flood.  It could be the sudden onset of an incurable disease, or a heart attack.  It could be a husband leaving his wife.  It could be losing a job, watching your house burn down, or the miscarriage of a child.

Plot happens to your protagonist.  We see the plot first, well before story – but the seeds of story are there if we know to look for them . . . if we recognize them.  As the writer, you have to plant them where they are needed.  Sometimes you will think of them while you are there.  Sometimes you go back to a point earlier in your book and plant them after you’ve noticed the need for them.

What are the seeds of your story?
Everything we do in life, everything we experience, makes an imprint in our subconscious, and contributes to the formation of our core person.  We become that accumulation of major and minuscule events; events of unimaginable heartache, and events of unexpected elevation and joy.  We become complex.  And there is no limit to our complexity.  The more we take in our experience, that is to say the more we make ourselves available to them and learn from them the more complex our personal nature becomes.  This personal nature, which is the combination of a deep and meaningful union of intellect and emotion, is our true spiritual self.  When we know and trust our spiritual self we become learned.  Which is not at all the same as becoming educated. It is our complex subconscious nature, our spiritually charged emotional self, which makes each of us unique.  The difference between your story and my story is the difference in these seeds of our unique nature.  I can’t live your story.  You can’t live mine.  Your protagonist and your antagonist have their own stories, too – each unique, each complex and dramatic.  It’s up to you to mine these stories if you are to create a truly rich and emotionally variegated book.

We use plot to help us see patterns in your protagonist’s life
And patterns are emotional footprints.  If we take the plot of a man leaving a woman, for example, we may discover during the story a pattern in the woman’s life regarding other relationships that haven’t lasted.  Or perhaps she wrestles with issues of abandonment.  Friends of hers may have said they could see the breakup coming for a long time.  Why?  What did they see that the woman couldn’t or wouldn’t?  Was denial involved out of desperation that any relationship is better than none?  Sometimes we see the woman blame herself, feeling she wasn’t worthy of him in the first place.  How often have we heard stories of a jilted lover moving to a different city to start over, only to relive the same experience?  What’s that about?

Well, “that,” folks, is your story.  It is not a story of events.  It is a story of emotional contradiction.  It is the journey of discovery and growth.  Of loneliness even in the middle of a crowded life.  Of isolation from feelings we cannot trust.  Of building and tearing down the walls that protect us.

Let’s assume your heroine has survived in life so far by using practical ways in an unwavering manner to avoid pain and loneliness.  She depends on these habits of response to protect her heart.  Her life would be too uncomfortable, too risky, without them.  Now, at the start of your book, something happens – the plot happens (actually, the inciting incident of your plot) – and this time her practiced, habitual, dependable defenses don’t work.  Oh, my God.  She is forced to take a new path – a risk – in order to survive long enough to get back to her ordinary, normal life – to safety – to where her defenses still work.  She is pushed outside her walls.

Then another event occurs, and the risky journey is extended beyond her initial plan.  Further, her tools for survival are not working very well under these new circumstances.  Anger and fear substitute for confidence.  Her protective walls show signs of cracking.  Her strengths are diminished and her weaknesses are exposed.  Weaknesses of which even she was unaware.  Suddenly she finds herself at the mercy of events and people completely unknown to her.  She must put aside her old strengths, which are now useless.  This does not make her weak, however.  This makes her brave.  As she takes this risk, this leap of faith, she leaves behind the moment of fear.  And in this new moment she becomes vulnerable.  This is not inconsequential.  This is huge.  This is life changing.  Though plot-wise it may seem to be a small event, story-wise it is enormously important.  Because at this moment she discovers the great value in all vulnerability: she becomes teachable.

And what you must teach her at this point is her hidden history.  Her hidden history is that which caused her to build the walls in the first place.  It is very often a history so deeply buried that it is painful to ever face again.  But she must face it in order to free herself from the fear it created.

Events and new people challenge the basis of her defenses rather than the defenses themselves.  Physical survival is now directly linked to the psychological and emotional stability.  And she discovers that a seriously underdeveloped emotional life lay useless under her defense system.  She faces an impoverished core, devoid of self-esteem.  This is the grand epiphany and the mid-point of your book, and the point at which emotional war must be declared.

She comes to realize that by having created a defensive shell around her feelings (lest she risk having those feelings hurt) she has kept those emotions from ever maturing.  Now, in your book, she must learn to use those emotional tools in order to survive.  She is clumsy at it, and frustrated.  And she is scared because all of this is boiling down to one thing: she has to grow up.  And she has to grow up fast.

The more challenging the story is in terms of emotional complexity, the deeper the seeds of discontent are buried, the harder your heroine has to dig to find the answers.  Until finally she reaches the unthinkable place where pain and suffering have been hidden in shame for so long.  She must confront this shame in order to get to the answer she needs to survive the plot.

If you are clever enough, we will all identify with your heroine’s dilemma.  We all have secrets, fears, and shame we would like to avoid facing to our dying day.  Though we may not identify with her particular plot problems, we will connect in every other way to her story problems.

This is important to remember while you are plotting your book.  As long as the story emotions are true, the plot can be anything you like.

HOMEWORK: I want you to really think about your book.  And I want you to break down, for the other students studying with you, exactly what that book is about.  (1) What is your plot? and (2) What is your story?

COMING NEXT: Lesson #2, The Thematic Dimension of Drama
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