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 A few years ago, nothing stood between me and my Hollywood career except actors Jack Lemmon and Eva Marie Saint.
 My screenplay had worked its way through 4000+ scripts from around the world to emerge as one of eight finalists in the prestigious Nicholl Screenwriting Fellowships in Los Angeles. I was ready for the Big Time. Then, one of the judges from the Academy—Jack or Eva—nixed it. Ap-parently, my Act III “devolved into melodrama.” Ouch!
 Melodrama. Damn. I watched my Oscar® slip from my fingers and van-ish into a chasm.
 What is melodrama, anyway? It’s a cop-out. It’s a lousy ending. But why? I spent years trying to answer that question. I’ve spent my entire writing life studying “story” so that melodrama would never infect my scripts again.
 I’m here to tell you that I discovered why fiction flops. And more impor-tantly I discovered…
 How Fiction Works.
 Introduction
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 Back then, starting out, what did I know? Not much. Only everything the writing manuals taught me. (More on them later.) Years went by and I began to recognize (obvious in every movie and novel I studied) the basic building blocks of a good story. It was so simple:
 A story is actually two stories.
 Between the two, the protagonist’s self-esteem is rocked by an 8.2 on the Richter scale. I’m talking about the crumbling of his psychic founda-tions. It’s the way forward—a death (of sorts) and resurrection. My study of stories showed me that that’s the way the human organism works.
 I was trying to write fiction without knowing that…
 Protagonists have to “die”.
 It’s the hero that counts. Secondary characters are…secondary. The cure for melodrama? Never mind saving the damsels in distress…
 Heroes have to save themselves.
 “A story is actually two stories”
 IMPORTANT
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 That’s my book in a nutshell.
 If it doesn’t sound like much, I’m glad you think so. I want you to walk away with an overview of story structure that could not be simpler. Yet one that reveals the underlying truth about story.
 I’m astonished that I’m the one publishing this story theory. Frankly, I’m annoyed. Where are the writing manuals on the subject of a story’s heart? The writing gurus treat stories as if they were merely the sum of their parts. Like a clockwork. Well, that’s fine as far as it goes. Which is not far enough.
 It proves something crucial to my message—that the human organism has a blind spot.
 Here, I’ll let the philosopher Muriel Barbery explain:
 “Some people are incapable of perceiving in the object of their con-templation the very thing that gives it its intrinsic life and breath.”
 There would appear to be a blind spot hiding the heart of the story. And for good reason. Ask any protagonist whose writer has dragged him kicking and screaming to the hole between a story’s 2-stories:
 It’s not a pretty sight.
 “Where are the writing manuals
 on the subject of a story’s heart?”
 QUESTION
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 THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED INTO THREE PARTS:
 • In Part I we get friendly with the concept of a drama reduced to its simplest terms—as 2-Stories.
 • In Part II we go spelunking into the chasm between the two—into the Heart of the Story.
 • In Part III we look at what makes a hero. I mean, what really makes a hero.
 Without knowing what real heroics were, I had presumed to write fic-tion. I was destined to be found out.
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 sss
 I dedicate this book to Jack Lemmon and Eva Marie Saint.
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 THE 2-STORY STORY
 ~ A deadly simple story structure
 ~ A lover’s ultimatum
 ~ Story One
 ~ Story Two
 ~ Rocky: Zen in the art of taking a beating
 Part One
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 Chapter One
 A DEADLY SIMPLE STORY STRUCTURE
 In the aftermath of my near-miss in Hollywood, my literary re-educa-tion began with a trip to the dictionary:
 Melodramatic: dramatic solely for the sake of being dramatic
 Apparently there was something wrong with being dramatic. Obviously I had a lot to learn. So, I did what all screenwriting students do—I watched films and read scripts. I wrote scripts. I evaluated scripts for movie pro-ducers. Stories that moved me, I read them again. Scenes that worked me over emotionally, I replayed them. I hated feeling emotionally ma-nipulated, but was in awe of writers who could provoke genuine feeling.
 “How did they do that?”
 I lay awake at night replaying whole movies in my mind. How did the writer interest me in the character? Where did I become invested in the story? How did I get so totally sucked in that I began to live and die with the protagonist?
 Especially die.
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 Losing battles is one thing, but then I noticed a more subtle but no less painful defeat—heroes would lose faith in themselves. I recalled my favourite films and located the “disillusionment” scene in each of them. Almost invariably these smart and determined characters would get the wind knocked out of their belief systems. The sails of the story ship went slack —The story came to a stop.
 In script lingo, this was the Act II crisis, the major watershed moment. The story swung around what happened next. Protagonists who couldn’t grow out of themselves were doomed. They were “tragic” characters. He-roic or tragic, it all hinged around this story stoppage.
 Films like Moonstruck and On the Waterfront presented such graphic evidence of this story divide that I found myself developing a story theory.
 I hated feel-ing emotionally
 manipulated, but was in awe of writers who could provoke
 genuine feeling.
 REPLAY
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 THE THEORY
 • The dramatic story breaks into 2-Stories.• Between the two stories, a hole. • Protagonists are sucked into that darkness. • It’s a law of fiction.
 Say that again:Story One / chasm / Story Two.
 One more time:Story One, a slippery slope all the way to the loss of faith in oneself. Story Two, the blessed aftermath of surviving that dark night.
 2-Stories separated by an impossible gap—an overview can’t get simpler (or more exciting) than that.
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 A LOVER’S ULTIMATUM“Love don't make things nice, it ruins everything, it breaks your heart…”
 More melodrama? No, it’s dialogue from the Oscar-winning film Moonstruck, starring Cher and Nicholas Cage. Loretta is cheating on her fiancé with Ronny. They’ve just been to the opera and now she wants to go home and pretend her cheating never happened. That’s when Ronny Cammareri launches into his lover’s ultimatum:
 “We're not here to make things perfect, Loretta. Snowflakes are per-fect. The stars are perfect. Not us. We are here to ruin ourselves and break our hearts and love the wrong people…and die!”
 The speech forces Loretta to choose between Ronny and his brother, Johnny. It’s cold and dark and tomorrow will be too late. Loretta will ei-ther rise above herself right now or die a thousand deaths of regret. I love the speech for how it forces the end of Story One.
 I remember this scene as the one that first revealed to me the split be-tween a story’s 2-Stories. Loretta is speechless. No slap across the face, no “Snap out of it!” She’s frozen, and it’s not the cold. The story has come to a full stop.
 Now, what?
 Melodramatic: dramatic solely
 for the sake of being dramatic
 REMEMBER
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 The writing manuals refer to this as a turning point:
 “The protagonist makes a radical decision that affects the course of action.”
 Radical, yes. But decision, not a chance. The definition is inaccurate, and worse, annoying. Something’s going on for Loretta for which the word “decision” is an unforgiveable dumbing-down of the occasion.
 Thinking has no part in this crisis. Thinking! Thinking has suppressed Loretta’s true nature for years; it threatens her happiness forever. If she’s thinking anything at all, she’s thinking—“Stop thinking so much!”
 Watching film after film, I took greater notice of this pause at the turn-ing point. In every case the character is stunned into silence. She’s not “deciding”—she’s seeing.
 Big difference. BIG difference.
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 What does Loretta Castorini see? The Big Picture. She can’t live without risking love, complete with all its dangers. She sees that now. But there’s a problem—a BIG problem:
 Her higher nature lies on the far side of her belief system.
 We cannot simply decide to no longer be who we think we are.
 Speaking from experience, my ego and its belief systems generate a pow-erful gravity field. Old habits are heavy and sticky and logical. To argue about change is hopeless.
 By now, Loretta is sick of the sound of her own voice. She doesn’t trust it anymore. She’s catching the scent of truth, but one word out of her mouth and she’s caught in the old gravity field. (Words never win these battles.) She’s stuck. The story stops. The audience quits breathing.
 This story moves forward on one condition—that Loretta hold her own in this uncertainty. Not for long. Just long enough for her belief system to loosen its grip on her.
 She lets her belief system fall away.
 That’s it! That’s heroic!
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 Loretta is connecting with the part of herself that knows what’s right. Lo-retta chooses love. Even if it means ruin. Prior to this crisis, Loretta has been selling herself short and safe. On the other side of her awakening she’s in an ever-expanding universe. The “before and after”—Story One and Story Two—constitute the basic building blocks of a satisfying film or novel.
 STORY ONE Repeated viewings of Moonstruck convinced me that the writer J.P. Shanley built the story around Loretta’s loss of faith in her belief system. From the minute Shanley wrote “FADE IN” on Page 1, he knew the story would split in two. All the effort Loretta put into supressing her roman-tic nature would fail utterly.
 The writer had one thing in mind—her trajectory leadsto the hole in the story.
 “There’s a hole in my story, and everything’s flowing into it!”
 Desire leads the way down the drain. And desire gets any story going. Moonstruck opens with Loretta Castorini savouring the scent of a rose, by which we understand that she’s in love with the idea of love. Next, we’re watching Loretta get engaged to absolutely the wrong kind of man.
 Why is she sabotaging herself? Because...
 …desire has self-sabotage built into it.
 “There’s a hole in my story, and
 everything is flowing into it!”
 REMEMBER
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 Here’s the philosopher Muriel Barbery talking about desire in her best-selling novel, The Elegance of the Hedgehog:
 “Human longing! We cannot cease desiring, and this is our glory and our doom. Desire! It carries us and crucifies us.”
 There’s Story One in a nutshell—desire ushers the protagonist to her own crucifixion. That’s the writer’s job—to deliver the protagonist to the hole in her being.
 If she has any wiggle room left, then Story One isn’t quite finished. The writer keeps heaping disillusionment upon her until she no longer trusts her own judgment. No letting her off the hook. It sounds cruel but con-sider this:
 We humans have an uncanny ability “to manipulate ourselves so that the foundations of our beliefs are never shaken.” (Muriel Barbery again.)
 Watching all these movies, it was clear that protagonists are to be forced against their will to a gate above which a motto reads…
 “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”
 This is the deceptively tragic conclusion of Story One.
 That’s the writer’s job—to deliver the protagonist
 to the hole in her being.
 IMPORTANT
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 SOMETIMES YOU GET WHAT YOU NEED The protagonist who can’t abandon her hopes and beliefs can, at best, only get what she wants. She will have sidestepped the hole that would have sucked her into the Heart of the Story. She will have avoided con-necting with her higher nature.
 Such a story may have action and emotion, but it will be missing its meaning. The audience will know it instinctively and return home feel-ing they didn’t get their money’s worth.
 It’s here in the dark Heart of the Story where terrifying uncertainty gives way to vision and insight. She will do what’s right. What’s “right”, of course, is difficult. What’s almost impossible is saving her own soul. That’s the radical gist of Story Two.
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 STORY TWO The second of Moonstruck’s 2-Stories emerges from the hole into which the first story vanished. The full moon is still causing romantic havoc all over New York City, but it’s a more authentic protagonist driving the tale. Loretta may be on the same mission (marriage), but her sights are set higher (true love).
 Imagine the ending if Loretta had chosen the safe, dull brother. Au-diences would have felt ill. Italians make films like that; they’re called tragedies. The false defeats the true. Very sad. Yet, tragedies may prove no less effective at reminding us what it takes to be heroic:
 The courage to doubt who we think we are.
 In Moonstruck, as Story Two takes shape, Loretta envisions a more re-alistic relationship with herself, her family, and the world. She knows in which direction to proceed, even if she doesn’t know how she’s going to manage it. Armed with this new outlook, she takes the story to its con-clusion.
 The climax is a showcase for the protagonist’s new and radical attitude. Story Two may take us only as far as the first hint that higher organizing principles are at work. That’s all audiences need.
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 2-Stories divided by a dark heart—that’s the paradigm that finally helped me understand…
 • What my story is about• Where it’s headed• And how to resolve it
 And here’s a bonus—I discovered that deploying this super-simple over-view early in the writing process actually saved me time!
 My hunt for a cure for melodrama became a search for how fiction works…and then into my favourite game: HEART SPOTTING
 Object of the game: find the moment when Story One gives way to Story Two.
 Almost any film presents a challenge. In the next chapter we examine a movie that most of us have seen: Rocky.
 find the moment when Story One
 gives way to Story Two.
 HEART SPOTTING
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 Chapter Two
 “ROCKY” : ZEN IN THE ART OF TAKING A BEATING
 “Underdog gets a crack at the heavyweight championship of the world.”
 Classic melodrama, right? Wrong. Rocky earned Best Picture of 1976, beating out Taxi Driver, Network, and All the President’s Men.
 It would have been easy for writer-actor Sylvester Stallone to blow that Oscar®. I can just see Jack Lemmon (or was it Eva Marie Saint?) all set to trash Rocky for “devolving into melodrama.” But it was Stallone’s ending that won him the gold statuette. Stallone forced Rocky Balboa into the dark heart of the story where he saw the bigger picture in which he was a winner even by losing.
 Audiences—and judges—ate it up.
 Yes…Fiction is food!
 Stallone proved himself a natural storyteller with his Rocky script. You don’t win an Oscar without having nourished the souls of “The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences”.
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 LET’S SEE HOW STALLONE DID THAT Rocky Balboa is a second-rate boxer from low-rent Philadelphia who embodies the standard hero’s desire to win the battle. Balboa can win the heavyweight title by defeating Apollo Creed, the reigning champ. Fic-tion doesn’t always present such a clear and obvious goal, which makes Rocky a good case study.
 Story One—the pursuit of victory; attain the Holy Grail, the heavyweight championship of the world. That’s the thrust.
 If a film has wowed the critics, it’s not a story that goes the distance within the parameters of the hero’s original goal. One-goal stories tend to inspire a whole lot of “so what?” This is an Oscar-winning tale, so the odds favour Rocky leaving Story One behind to risk opening himself to his higher nature. A.k.a, Story Two.
 Let’s follow Balboa as he navigates between the two, as he suffers through the uncertainty of leaving his old belief system behind.
 Since the script’s opening page, a chain of events has led inexorably to-ward the heavyweight showdown. It’s now the day before the big fight. Balboa, his training gear grimy, jogs up the steps of Philadelphia’s In-dependence Hall to the theme song, “Gonna Fly Now”. At the summit, hands pumping above his head, he mocks up a victory dance. This is one tough and determined underdog. But, come on! He’s half the size of the champ.
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 CUT TO: Balboa can’t sleep for sensing something wrong with this picture. Who’s he kidding? He visits the empty fight venue and encounters the fight pro-moter who assures “the Italian Stallion” that he’ll “put on a good show.” This is Rocky’s wakeup call. He’s meat for the lion. That’s his role in this circus. Gladiator. Stallone couldn’t have written the script without knowing how his story would break in two like this. He takes the toughest little scrapper who ever lived and books him a title bout with a monster. Then he shoves the hero into the ring with a worse enemy. Himself. Deep in thought, Rocky exits the arena. If you look closely at his body language—a little more pride in his gait—you’ll see that the truth has al-ready begun to set him free.
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 The next scene gives us a real-time look inside Balboa’s quantum leap from Story One to Story Two:
 INT. ROCKY’S APARTMENT – DAY Rocky arrives at his apartment… Adrian is asleep on the bed. He low-ers himself beside her. Her eyes open.
 ROCKY: ...Can’t do it. ADRIAN:...What? ROCKY:...I can’t beat him. ADRIAN: Apollo? ROCKY: Yeah, I can’t beat him. (Adrian touches his face.)
 ROCKY: I been watchin’ the movies – stud yin’ – He ain’t weak no where. ADRIAN: What are we going to do? ROCKY:...I dunno. ADRIAN: Oh, Rocky, you worked so hard. ROCKY: It ain’t so bad, ‘cause I was a nothin’ before. ADRIAN: Don’t say that. ROCKY: C’mon, it’s true -- But that don’t bother me -- I just wanna prove somethin’ -- I ain’t no bum...It don’t matter if I lose...Don’t matter if he opens my head...The only thing I wanna do is go the dis-tance -- That’s all. Nobody’s ever gone fifteen rounds with Creed. If I go them fif-teen rounds an’ that bell rings an’ I’m still standin’, I’m gonna know then I weren’t just another bum from the neighbor-hood...
 Stallone, Sylvester. Screen-
 play of Rocky. Final draft,
 1/7/76. p. 97-98
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 Never mind that the speech is clunky. We’re privy to a rare play-by-play of a belief-system shift at the Heart of the Story.
 This is what Rocky is all about—a man escapes the prison of his limiting attitudes. These are the real heroics.
 How hard is it to change? The human organism is wired to make it seem all-but-impossible. And that’s where fiction comes in:
 Fiction traffics in the impossible.
 A deadbeat lowlife wakes up to a new worldview that holds an honoured place for him.
 Welcome to Story Two!
 IMPORTANTFiction traffics in
 the impossible
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 It’s a new and improved version of Rocky Balboa that climbs into the ring with Apollo Creed and sucks up punishment on his way to the sto-ry’s conclusion. Balboa loses, yes, but by surviving fifteen rounds, he earns his dignity.
 Rocky is another example of a story steadfastly following the law of fic-tion: “Your protagonist will lose faith in his belief system.”
 It’s the championship bout against oneself, and the venue is always the same old place: The Heart of the Story.
 LAW OF FICTIONYour protagonist will lose faith in
 his belief system.
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 Part Two
 THE HEART OF A STORY
 ~ The Hounds of Heaven
 ~ I fell through a house
 ~ Good Will Hunting: autopsy on a story heart
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 THE HOUNDS OF HEAVEN
 Fiction works, I discovered, because we dread the collapse of self-con-fidence (that’s putting it mildly!) that afflicts the protagonist at the
 end of Story One. It’s not so much the threat of death as the threat of change that the crisis demands of us. As they say, “It’s easier to die than change.” Which will it be?
 Call it an awakening, call it the end of delusion, but whatever you call it, it’s why readers read and why writers write.
 It’s the Heart of a Story.
 Chapter Three
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 The writing gurus, to whom I owe nothing (due to the vast amounts of money I’ve paid them), don’t talk about a Story Heart. They seldom even mention a story’s “meaning”. Should they accidentally refer to the “mys-tical” component of fiction or any other art form, lightning would strike them dead.
 Blame conventional wisdom. We’ve been bamboozled into believing that the essence of anything is unknowable, which may or may not be true. But colluding with hearsay isn’t what writers do.
 My life as a writer has convinced me that stories do indeed have a tran-scendent core. Can I prove it? Can a Zen monk describe the sound of one hand clapping? Maybe, maybe not. But like a Freudian slip, what’s hidden within us often finds expression in words and actions.
 What a Story Heart looks and feels like—evidence from the explorations of other writers—that’s what the rest of this chapter is about.
 IMPORTANTlike a Freudian slip, what’s hid-
 den within us often finds ex-
 pression in words and actions.
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 The American author Henry Miller, while visiting an ancient heal-ing temple in Greece, saw in a flash that he was “enslaved” by his own “petty, circumscribed view of life.” He saw his conquests as bogus. He saw how we turn our backs on “the one realm wherein freedom lies.”
 “I had vanquished all my enemies one by one, but the greatest en-emy of all I had not even recognized—myself.”
 Miller is the protagonist at the end of Story One. He’s past the point of no return and sliding into the hole in his own life story.
 “…in the stillness, in the great peace that came over me, I heard the heart of the world beat. I know what the cure is: it is to give up, to relinquish, to surrender, so that our little hearts may beat in unison with the great heart of the world.”
 Surrender is counter-intuitive, and for that reason we see the Story Heart as a dangerous place. How dangerous? “Here, the neurotic is instantly healed or goes mad,” says Miller.
 That would explain why the human organism has grown a protective blind spot. And why no protagonist goes willingly to his own awakening. I began to see how writers, acting like a conscience, herded protagonists toward their own betterment. We are doing heroes a favour by hound-ing them toward the hole in their lives. In fact, writers might consider themselves as Hounds of Heaven.
 From The Colossus of Maroussi. 1941.
 San Francisco: Colt Press.
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 HOUNDS OF HEAVEN: “dark messengers of the unconscious…hounding the conscious mind from the shadows. They represent all that is unknown, all that is ex-iled. They carry the missing aspects of the Self.” (from: www.angelfire.com)
 Writers! We need to love our characters that much!
 “If we were to turn and face the terrible Hounds of Heaven, they would be revealed not as vicious destroyers but bringers of life, ready to lead the soul back home.”
 (C.S. Lewis)
 Pursuing a character is an act of love. Tough love. It’s easier to let he-roes run around melodramatically saving damsels in distress, but that dodges the issue of the protagonist’s salvation. We can’t allow our heroes to avoid the hard work of saving themselves.
 With this discovery, I realized what Jack Lemmon (or was it Eva Marie Saint?) was talking about:
 I didn’t know how to properly love my characters!
 Writers are tough lovers, pursuing our characters to the dark heart of themselves.
 The Story Heart, it looks like Hell.
 But it feels like Zen.
 IMPORTANTWe can’t allow
 our heroes to avoid the hard work of saving
 themselves.
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 I FELL THROUGH A HOUSE…
 I was recalling crises that had brought my own life to a Zen-like stand-still. I was six years old. We were monkeying around a house under construction. No staircase yet, just a gaping hole in the floor. That’s right, I fell. Landed in the basement. Face down. On concrete. Couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe! But I was wide awake. Is this what a Story Heart feels like?
 Thought for sure I was going to die. Thoughts useless. Panic pointless. I’m going to die but…isn’t it interesting…my body lying lifeless…yet I’m watching it from a safe place. Hmmm. My psychic “self ” is not synony-mous with the physical “self ”.
 No small epiphany for a six-year-old!
 I would never have thought to orchestrate such a miracle on my own. Life had to push me. Had I been a fictional character, I would have thanked the writer, thanked him for knowing what was good for me, and believ-ing in me enough to just about kill me.
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 STRAIGHT FROM THE HERO’S MOUTH
 Storytellers much more gifted than I have been hounding their heroes to death for a long time. And doing so without the help of apocryphal story theories like mine.
 Ignacio Altamirano, in his 19th century novella, “Antonia,” imbues his young hero with the wit and wisdom to describe his journey through the Heart of the Story. Jorge has lost his girl, Antonia, to a soldier. “Humili-ated weakness” is how he qualifies his condition at the end of Story One:
 “…feeble spirits measure their strength, trembling, and finding it puny, suffer the agony of despair and die in dejection.”
 Lost love will do that to a guy. His fragile self-esteem undermined, Jorge’s young belief system goes down the drain. A heartbeat later he con-fesses to “the birth or awakening of something unknown and awesome.”
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 This is Story Two emerging:
 “That instant decides the future. An impulse like that is all that’s needed to break the chains of human weakness and set out with firm tread on the most difficult roads of life…”
 Not a thought, not a decision. Not a miracle, either. Nor is it divine, or religious, or from outer space. Jorge sees in the dark—sees what previ-ously has been obscured by habit, conditioning and a lot of hormones, no doubt. This is the organism growing up:
 “It awakened in me the ambition to be something more than a poor little villager… My leanings toward independence and a new, higher life, which I had long cherished, were then strengthened so greatly that my resolution was taken irrevocably.”
 “It awakened in me…” This is seeing in the dark, and it defines our pas-sage through a Story Heart. Jorge is heroic for keeping his eyes open in the dark. It’s not long before he recognizes what, deep down, he’s always wanted.
 An expanded consciousness in the aftermath of emptiness and de-spair—literature is full of it. But the writing manuals don’t mention it. The hole in the story stares them in the face, and the academics don’t look in. Hmmm.
 I find it strange that a plot point into which all prior action flows, and out of which all future action emerges, has not aroused the curiosity of the literati. Perhaps it’s too frightening. It’s reminiscent of black holes and Big Bangs and the alpha and omega of creation. In truth, who can stare into such a hole? Turning away would appear to be what humans are programmed to do.
 It’s the blind spot again.
 IMPORTANTAn expanded
 consciousness in the aftermath of
 emptiness and de-spair—literature
 is full of it.
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 The philosopher Muriel Barbery describes our aversion to larger truths as the…
 “inability of living creatures to believe anything that might cause the walls of their little mental assumptions to crumble.”
 Some people have a talent for suffering such psychic “crumbling”. The poet John Keats recognized the quality in high achievers. He called it “negative capability”:
 “…that is, when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, myster-ies, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”
 When Keats coined “negative capability,” he was thinking of creative ge-niuses like William Shakespeare. He was talking about people whose precious assumptions weren’t always a deal-breaker. I like to think it ap-plies equally to fictional heroes for suffering the slings and arrows of outrageous (mis)fortune that drive them all the way to the edge of the chasm known as the Heart of the Story.
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 Muriel Barbery offers writing gurus an excuse for their heart-blindness, but I’m still annoyed. Writers, of all people, should be asking the big questions.
 The modern-day mystic Andrew Cohen has his finger on evolution’s pulse, but even he has more questions than answers:
 “How did something come from nothing? Isn’t that the biggest mys-tery of all! But it did. Absolute zero is the foundation of everything that is. The evolving universe and all of manifestation emerged and continues to arise from infinite emptiness. That is a mystery that I believe we will never fully be able to grasp with the mind.”
 http://www.independent.com
 I suspect that most of us were asking those cosmic questions when we were six years old!
 Up next, a pair of Hollywood writers plays tough with their protagonist in order to hound him into the Story Heart—and win the Oscar® for Best Screenplay.
 http://www.indeependent.com
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 “GOOD WILL HUNTING”: AUTOPSY ON A STORY HEART
 Writing is a frustrating activity with little explanation of why we do it. Few of us get paid to write fiction, so there must be a hidden
 motivation, some reward we just can’t see.
 Q: What are we blind to?
 A: That which, if acknowledged, would destroy our illusions.
 Belief systems destroyed—isn’t that the essence of a Story Heart? Is it possible that we write in order to expose the truth that we instinctively know lies behind our blind spot? I think that’s it exactly.
 Film-stories can be seen as graphic depictions of characters drawn inexorably toward the painful truth at the Story Heart. Sometimes that enlightening passage through the Story Heart is almost too pain-ful to bear.
 Such is the case in the movie Good Will Hunting.
 Chapter Four
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 THE SETUP
 Will Hunting (Matt Damon) is a young man on the verge of life, a math genius on the order of Albert Einstein. Perhaps he’s self-taught; perhaps he was born brilliant. In any case, he’s an orphan with big abandonment issues and a violent defensive mechanism.
 As a janitor at M.I.T.’s Mathematics Building, Will draws a dubious kind of nourishment from the rarefied atmosphere of advanced mathematics while keeping comfortably under the radar. Meanwhile, his social life in South Boston couldn’t be more plebeian—beer, buddies, bust-ups.
 A renowned math professor “discovers” Will’s genius and wants to nurture it. The offer is contingent upon Will seeing a shrink (Robin Williams). Fame and fortune await Will Hunting if only he can allow himself to love and be loved in return.
 The story tracks Will’s relationships with his psychiatrist, the professor, his Harvard girlfriend and his best buddy, Chuckie. They’re all on his side, but what would a damaged psyche know about that? Will’s a genius at pushing intimacy away.
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 HOUNDING WILL
 Story One hounds Will to the edge of the hole in his heart. He can feel the pain from a mile away, and he deals with it efficiently. Lies and humilia-tion are his ammo. His girlfriend, Skylar, is the first to be shot down. Then the professor. With each rejection, Will’s world is shrinking, shrinking. In an attempt to reclaim some ground he phones Skylar who confirms her love for him. But Will’s belief system doesn’t compute “love”.
 As he hangs up the phone, what’s that look on his face? Is Will beginning to see that his strategies are sabotaging him? Even Chuckie sees through Will. “Wake up!” he tells Will, “or I’ll fuckin’ kill you.” It’s tough love, but that’s all Will knows.
 We’ve long been anticipating the moment when Will grows up, when he leaves hurt behind. Is this it? Will doesn’t have too many options left. Here he comes, heading for another counseling session, looking vulnerable.

Page 41
						
						

STORY STRUCTURE TO DIE FOR PJ Reece
 40PJ Reece
 INTO THE VOID
 The shrink notices that Will’s ship is springing a leak. Sean’s been wait-ing for a moment like this to get beneath the kid’s skin. It’s worth a shot. All that self-pity from a childhood of abuse, Sean wants to undermine it. But there’s danger in pushing someone into the heart of their story.
 “It’s not your fault,” Sean says. Will shrugs.“It’s not your fault,” Sean repeats, stepping closer. Will agrees, “Yeah, I know.”
 Sean knows that his boy is on the verge. He can’t afford to threaten him and have him bolt.
 “It’s not your fault,” he says. “I know,” says Will with a twisted grin.
 Will has started to question his defiance, but is he ready to shed this pro-tective armour? The kid might still make it to safety, so the script must finesse this perfectly.
 Sean risks a step toward him, cornering him, physically, in his small of-fice.
 “It’s not your fault.”
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 Will is down to his last friend, he sees that. And this friend wants to de-stroy the belief system he built up as a kid in foster homes.
 “What are you trying to do to me?” Will pleads.
 People take bullets to the heart and feel less pain than Will Hunting is suffering.
 “Don’t fuck with me, Sean! Not you!” Everything Will has contrived to believe is bogus—he realizes that now. His strategies are killing him. One more wrong move and his life won’t be worth living. But what’s a “right” move? His face contorts into a pain-ful grimace.
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 THE HEART OF THE STORY LAID BARE
 Will’s heart is gushing a lifetime of hurt. He can’t retreat because there’s a wall behind him; he could push his way out, but pushing people away is killing him. If he acts, he’s doomed.
 Will covers his face with his hands.
 Behind those hands, confusion. As vast as outer space. Will doesn’t know who he is anymore. Now he’s crying behind his hands. We’re so deep in the dark heart that nothing can be said about it except that when delu-sions die, the organism takes over.
 Will embraces Sean and sobs on his shoulder.
 We can also say this about it—the zero point is where Will has been headed since the story began. Ask Matt Damon and Ben Affleck, the writers. Ask the audience. Everything that’s meaningful about this story has crystalized in this scene, in this hell hole that divides the story’s 2-Stories.
 Life, it turns out, is nothing without a “death”.
 This is story structure to die for.
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 Part Three
 WHAT MAKES A HERO
 ~ A heroic conclusion
 ~ How I do it
 ~ “I’d like to thank the Academy…”
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 A HEROIC CONCLUSION
 Fiction flops when heroes aren’t heroic. Heroes aren’t heroic because their writers fail them. Writers fail to put their characters to the test.
 The writer doesn’t know anything about this ultimate challenge because he doesn’t understand the human organism. He doesn’t know what real heroics are.
 Sadly, that writer was me.
 What’s worse, in discussions with my colleagues over the years, I discov-ered that few writers are conscious of bringing their protagonists to a truly heroic conclusion.
 Chapter Five
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 WHAT WRITERS TOLD ME
 “Am I wasting my time?”
 The question came in response to my own question: “What concerns you most as you begin to write a story?” The fear of wasted effort was a familiar theme. Writers wanted to craft meaningful stories without wasting a lot of time, “especially when time is short with job and kids, etc.”
 Yet, almost without exception, these writers confessed to charging into projects without a plan; without a thought to their protagonist and a he-roic conclusion.
 “I’ve tried writing little synopses of plots and plans and character analyses but none of that works. I’m more of a ‘flasher’…I get a flash, dash it down on a piece of scrap paper, and go from there.”
 The flash is always exciting, always promising, always gets the protago-nist out the door. And then…
 “Starting out on a novel is the easy part! It’s getting past page 40 when things start to grind to a halt…”
 At which point things can go from bad to worse:
 “My one anxiety is that I’ll lose the flow, the voice, the right in-stinctual movement through the text, and I’ll either be stymied or else I’ll continue on another track without even noticing—until sometime much later—at which point I’ll be sickened by the whole project.”
 REMEMBERFiction flops when
 heroes aren’t heroic.
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 One potentially fine writer was fearful of looking too closely at what he was doing:
 “‘Why am I doing this?’ That’s the kiss of death. No one should ever ask themselves, ‘why am I doing this?’ If they do so, it is game over.”
 He’s being facetious…I hope. Perhaps he’s defending the practice of writ-ing wild and free. Bravo! Eventually, though, we have to gain control of the monster. A writer has an obligation to the protagonist to test him in the only way that proves him a real hero. Given years of rewrites, it will happen on its own. The protagonist will reach a point of critical loss, in the aftermath of which he can prove his most stalwart qualities. After much sculpting, good stories will unfold as good stories must, and the writer stands back astonished at how all the story mechanics, finally, after all this time, serve the story’s pur-pose.
 Eventually, it all seems so simple.
 Therefore, why not start by considering the story’s purpose? Why not start with the big picture? Visualize the character as a chain of events that exist only to attract and then lure the reader to the dark Heart of the Story. Only there can real heroics take place.In other words, why not...
 Prepare an overview.
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 My writing adventures may not have earned me an Oscar®, but they’ve won me a lofty perspective on my story. I see my story at a glance, from horizon to horizon, a bird’s eye view. I see an organic whole, chains of events that exist only to provide my protagonist with the chance to prove, yet again, what makes a hero.
 “Prose is architecture, not interior decorating.”
 So said Ernest Hemingway. By which he meant to encourage writers to build stories strong enough that critics couldn’t push them over. Weak stories collapse in a rubble of melodrama. A story that allows the pro-tagonist to prove himself within it, demands a structure. A structure requires a blueprint.
 Acts I–II–III—that’s Aristotle’s 3-act structure. He didn’t invent it, he simply recognized it as a fictional fact. He was saying, “Look! A story has a beginning, middle and end.”
 Without disturbing that classic overview, or disavowing the volumes of story mechanics we’ve crammed into our heads, we can deploy the 2-Story and a Heart structure. It is insurance, if nothing else, that Jack Lemmon (or was it Eva Marie Saint?) won’t accuse you of a failure of true heroics.
 QUESTION...why not start considering the story’s purpose?
 Why not start with the pig
 picture?
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 HERE’S HOW I DO IT
 I curse my protagonist with an inauspicious constellation of assets and flaws. (This is tough love, remember?) I make sure he’s inferior to the task he’s undertaking. His situation should appear impossible. He ex-hausts his strategies, dreams, hopes—call it his “psychic fuel”. Until now it’s all been spent on maintaining a status quo that will never ever serve his higher nature. That’s how I see it.
 That’s the thrust of Story One.
 I don’t need many details at this point. It’s enough to travel with this rough map and to know that as a Hound of Heaven I will drive my pro-tagonist to his “death” in the hole in the story.
 That’s his destination: emptiness.

Page 50
						
						

STORY STRUCTURE TO DIE FOR PJ Reece
 49PJ Reece
 He will find nothing to hold onto. By knowing that such horror awaits him, my writing gains focus and meaning. All I do is keep this in mind. That’s all there is to it. The crisis will arrive whether I plan it now or stumble into it much, much later, because this is the moment of truth. This scene is essential to the reader’s satisfaction because they instinc-tively know that this is the way the organism works. This essential scene is also…
 …the subconscious reason I conceived the story.
 In Story Two—the back end of the overview—my protagonist begins to recognize aspects of himself that, for most mortals, never emerge to give meaning to their lives.
 Free, at last, of attitudes that have kept him down and deluded, he rises to a perspective of his place in the world—complete with an apprecia-tion for what it takes to be a hero.
 REMEMBERThe crisis will
 arrive whether I plan it now
 or stumble into it much, much
 later, because this is the moment
 of truth.
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 “I’D LIKE TO THANK THE ACADEMY...”
 Screenwriters should have their speech ready well in advance. I’m afraid that mine is going to run overtime, but it will have been a long
 time coming.
 “I want to thank the Academy. I especially want to thank Jack Lemmon…” (applause)
 “Or was it Eva Marie Saint? One of them killed my first good script.” (bemused laughter)
 “Turns out, they were right. Back then, I didn’t know what made a real hero. Natural-born storytellers have the instinct, and those who don’t tend to write scripts that ‘devolve into melodrama.’ Just ask me. I took my bogus ending and went home to think it over. I’ve been thinking a long time!” (a few chortles)
 “Here’s what I discovered. A story is actually 2-Stories, and be-tween the two looms a chasm unbridgeable by conventional wisdom. The protagonist will be hounded into this “healing tem-ple” where what happens next will mark him as a real hero, or not. Trust me, it has nothing to do with tough guys saving damsels in distress.”
 Chapter Six

Page 52
						
						

STORY STRUCTURE TO DIE FOR PJ Reece
 51PJ Reece
 “Somerset Maugham saw through the traditional tough-guy per-sona. Maugham has famously said, ‘Like all weak men, he laid an exaggerated stress on not changing one’s mind.’
 “A hundred years later, the irony of Maugham’s quote would appear to remain lost on most people. Anvil-jawed heroes with iron-clad principles still rule political debates and cheap fiction. It’s hard to believe that people still buy it.” (spirited applause)
 “Here’s my idea of Maugham’s ‘hero’—trapped in the dead-end be-tween the 2-Stories, the hero feels the old ego desperate to retake control. Weak men, unable to suffer uncertainty, yield to the pres-sure. The weak cannot ‘change their minds’. (“wrap-it-up” music begins)
 “The real hero suffers the crumbling of everything he believes in. He will even endure the loss of his addictions and his attachment to pain and even joy. There’s a hero. There’s a change of mind! (applause drowns out music)
 REMEMBERFiction flops when
 heroes aren’t heroic.
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 “In my exile as a working writer, I’ve come to understand, ac-cept, and even love the wacky way we’re put together. Desire, the Hounds of Heaven, failure, falling through buildings, it’s all…evolution’s device for growing us up.(applause, music louder, gorgeous hostesses advancing toward lectern)
 “Every hero has a secret yearning for their writer to play tough! And that is how we properly love our characters. And how we save them!(starlets take my arm, the mike is dead so I have to shout)
 “Good endings aren’t about saving others’ lives! They’re about risk-ing our own life so that we might bring our own higher nature to bear upon the world!
 (STANDING OVATION)
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 “That’s the cure for melodrama!”
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 POSTSCRIPT
 I hope you’ve found this short eBook useful. Feel free to e-pass it on to anyone whom you feel might benefit from reading it.
 And keep in touch. Visit my Blog. It’s always open for comments and ideas.
 http://www.pjreece.ca/blog/wordpress
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