 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #15 - Barriers, Roadblocks, Broken Legs & Old Lovers
In earlier lessons, I’ve quoted extensively from the book EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, Creating the Story Beneath the Plot, by Peter Dunne, who is an Emmy and Peabody award-winning producer and writer.  I’ve also highly recommended you purchase a copy of the book for your bookshelf. It’s an invaluable tool, and you will find yourself going back to it again and again.
In the section called Barriers, Roadblocks, Broken Legs & Old Lovers, Dunne talks about ways to perk up your writing and get things moving fast.  Here are some of his suggestions:

He says nothing can ruin a person’s day quicker than an unexpected visit from an old enemy, or a detour in a storm, or a stupid misstep that gets you a free trip to St. John’s Hospital and a cast that you know is going to smell like crap in a week.  Life happens.  And when we write our books, we often forget that.

We get a plot and story in our heads and then we put our characters through their paces page after page without regard to the fact that they are living in the real world and the real world is going to get in their way now and then.  In fact, sometimes it gets in their way at exactly the moment it is least tolerable.

Put poop in your book.
Poop happens.  We are tied to too many things for one of them not to blow up in our face now and then. We need to develop a keen awareness of this and use life’s little interruptions to our benefit.  Keep notes on some of the life interruptions that have amazed you or tickled you.  Then use them in your manuscript when you need a diversion or roadblock.

Poop can be a minor or a major inconvenience.  It can make us late to the theater.  It can cause us to miss our flight.  It can cut our finger and require a few stitches.  Or poop can be catastrophic and tragic.  We can be on our way to Boston to L.A. and wind up getting no further than the World Trade Center.  We can think we’re going to see our sons and daughters tonight, and never see them again.

We can visit our mother in the hospital and feel safe.  And days later never feel safe again.  We can get past some things.  We cannot get past others.  We are human.  Your protagonist is human.  He may possess buckets of charm.  She may possess a breathtaking butt.  But the only thing that makes either one interesting and worth our time is the fact each is human.  And each can and will screw up.

In the course of your plot and story you must make sure that your characters are participating in the larger world – in the larger scheme of things.  They can’t be isolated from the reality surrounding them, yet in many films and books (bad ones), you will notice that they are.

Your protagonist(s) cannot pass through a city like New York or Paris or London without their story absorbing some of its culture.  Within that unique ambiance you can construct vital plot points or clues.  You can use the city to impart something to your protagonist that he needed to hear and that he could not have heard in any other city.

Using the specificity of a time and a place contributes to your story’s reality because it borrows from the actual reality.

What do you want?  I thought you died.

Not every relationship ends tidily, Dunne tells us.  Seeing someone you once loved and now hate sweep through your life and create a mess can make homicide seem like a real option.  This is usually the case in a romantic comedy, where an old flame blows in on an ill wind and gets nasty all over again.  In a comedy a writer has the liberty to talk about things like murder and mean it.  In drama the writer cannot be so glib.

In drama when an old flame blows in it’s usually not on an ill wind.  It’s usually on a wing and a prayer, suffering and private.  Then, for crying out loud, of all the gin joints in all the world, she craps out in your place and ping go the strings of your heart.  She looks at you and the look says it all and your heart aches and your head spins.

Dunne says he hates when that happens.  But it does happen, and as the inventor of events, keep these in mind.  You can never tell when an ex-lover is just the ticket to liven up a quiet scene.

Another asset the visit from an old buddy or ex-wife can bring to the table is some historical information that a co-protagonist would never have been able to draw out of your protagonist in a million years.  The danger is not to make it too obvious.  In other words, you don’t want the uninvited guest to pop in, tell tales, and then take a hike.  You’ll have to be smoother than that.  When an “ex” shows up with damaging information, the best way to expose it is not by her own volition.  Don’t make her vindictive and don’t make it the point of her visit to disrupt things.  Let the information slip out another way or let it be discovered by someone else.  This takes the heat off the “ex” being the heavy and even gives her the chance to straighten things out later on as the good witch instead of the evil witch.

Turn up the heat.
It isn’t easy to construct all the things we’re talking about and keep it riveting all the time.  Just keeping all the balls in the air at the same time is a miracle.  Naturally there are going to be some parts of the manuscript that are less thrilling than other parts.  You can’t write a story that travels a hundred miles an hour all the time.  Things must and do slow down now and then.  The reader needs the rest, and the characters do, too.  But every once in a while things slow down to a crawl and it isn’t a crawl you intended or expected.  You’re in the death pages.  Everything seems to be dying.  Your book needs an energy boost.  When this happens, shoot at him.

Not necessarily literally.  But do throw something at your protagonist.  Something that forces him to run like hell.  Create an incident that adds conflict.  Say he’s walking down the street.  A lot happens on the streets.  A purse snatching or a mugging could do it.  If you need something on a grander scale you can always drop a body off the roof to the pavement in front of him.  The blood and bits of bone on his suit will get his attention. [Pat says, holy cow!].  Dunne goes on to say that not all incidents created to turn up the heat need be nasty, though.

Your heroine might be walking along and find a puppy and return it to its owner and wind up having a one-night stand with him.

The biggest life interruption in your manuscript will be the eruption between your protagonists or your protagonist and antagonist when they first meet.  This should be considered in this conversation about roadblocks and course changes because you will want their first clash to ring true.  It has to be organic and seamless to what is happening in the plot.  For example, in the movie Witness, when Book (the Harrison Ford character) shows up to investigate the murder and meets Rachel (played by Kelly McGillis) for the first time, it is completely organic and real.  [Pat says Witness is one of her all-time favorite movies.]

Beat up and better for it.
The real reason to set up the roadblocks and barriers on your protagonist’s journey is to make him face and overcome fears that will teach him the lessons he needs to learn.  We cannot just obstruct his progress for the sake of obstructing his progress.  We have to have an important lesson in mind.  Not only that, but the lesson learned has to enable him to go to the next level on his quest.

The primary reason to set up the roadblock is to challenge him morally and spiritually.  The secondary reason is to challenge him physically.  The primary reason for him to overcome the roadblock is to gain emotional and spiritual strength.  This is the story’s reason.  The secondary reason for him to succeed is to advance the plot.

We’ve all noticed that the protagonist is on a journey that in some way beats the you-know-what out of him.  During the times of recovery (physical, mental, or spiritual), he contemplates his fate so far.  This is a transition period for him.  He usually shares his observations and feelings with his co-protagonist.  This is an intimate exchange wherein they expose their fears and vulnerability.  In a romance, these two will be hero and heroine.  The intimacy draws them closer.  It is not the victory in the battle that wins the co-protagonist over, for she is wiser than that.  It’s the admission in times of recovery and transition that he is only human and has doubts and weaknesses that her heart is taken.

The transition periods are the most important development points in your book.  These are the times of change for the protagonist.  After every transition and the change it brings, he has the new strength with which he can face the next leg of his odyssey. [Pat’s note: when Dunne talks about transitions in this context, he means character transitions, not the writing term for getting from one place to another in your manuscript.]

Because the barriers you set up are so important to your protagonist’s progress, we have to make sure they don’t become silly.  Sometimes we come up with really witty incidents to frustrate the journey, but if they make our hero look like a fool we have to change them.  We can’t afford to hurt our protagonist’s character for the sake of a joke.  Dunne says he’s seen this happen and the consequences are irrecoverable.

Plausibility is a key as well.  You cannot construct a roadblock so difficult to overcome that it requires your protagonist to don his Mighty Morphin Power Rangers tights.  The reader has to believe your protagonist can actually do the thing you have him doing.  You don’t want your reader frowning and thinking, oh, yeah, right, when they should be cheering.

When is a roadblock not a roadblock?
Not all roadblocks are big physical or intellectual challenges.  And not all roadblocks are constructed by the bad guys.  The biggest roadblocks are the ones we build ourselves deep within our psyches.  The challenges we face in life are not so grand most of the time.  They just seem so.  You may argue that if they seem so, then they are so.  But that is wrong.  What a thing seems to be cannot make it a thing it is not.  What a thing seems to be is what it seems.  Not what it is.

How else can we explain that when the same thing happens to two different people, one person manages it and the other doesn’t.  The thing isn’t the challenge.  The challenge is the thing.  When the challenge calls for inner strength rather than outer or physical strength, then the inner strength can come from one of two places.  It can come from the place of confidence, and the confidence can manifest what it takes to meet the challenge.  Or it can come from the place of denial, in which case the denial facility turns a blind eye, and walks away.

The challenge moment is one of fight or flight.  Confidence builds on the practice of faith can fight.  Denial cannot fight, so it must flight.  Sometimes the flights are actual flights.  Sometimes the flights are flights of fancy–delusions that are subconscious defense mechanisms.

What it takes for someone to stand his ground when he is scared to death is an act of faith.  Faith is an act of surrender, not to the challenge, but to the spirit in whom we put our trust to face the challenge with us and to take care of us no matter the outcome.

Pat says, I hope this excerpt from Dunne’s book will give you something new to think about.  I find that new material or old material presented in a new way always gives me ideas for ways to improve my writing.  Good luck with yours!

HOMEWORK: Did this lesson give you any ideas for how to perk up your story?  If so, get those ideas down on paper.  If not, maybe you’re not thinking hard enough.  Sometimes we get in a rut, think that what we have planned is the only way.  But when you close your mind like that, you might miss something really exciting, something that would make your story truly stand out from the crowd and cause you to get that wonderful “call”.

COMING NEXT: Lesson #16 – Finding Your Own Unique Voice
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