
WHAT THE HECK COMES NEXT? Lecture #2 Thursday, May 7th 

Welcome back! What I’d like you to tell me (because that’s the best way to help you dream 

up those things that come next in the story) is where things began to get muddy on you, or 

when the landslide cut off your view of what should come next. 

So, we’re going to start with the CHALLENGE today. This weekend, do the following: 

• Step by step, write down what has already happened in the story. This is likely 

action and reaction or consequence of that original action 

• How far did that get you into the story? 

• What goal did you have for the cast to make its way to when you began? 

• Did something change as you were working along that made that original idea a dud 

or simply not as satisfying to you? 

• Did the characters do something you weren’t expecting them to do? (This happens 

to me frequently, and I will admit that it totally throws me off my game…for a bit) 

• If this happened, did what they did make perfect sense for the person they are, for 

their goals? If not, why did they do it? There has to be a reason 

• If only one character stalled out, did that stop the others from moving on as well or 

do you think you fixated on the one that went off “script”, so to speak. And this can 

happen even if you haven’t been following an outline as much as it can if you are. 

There is a point where characters seem to go their own way. Take the reins in their 

own hands. Fortunately, I’ve found that they turn out to be far more interesting 

when they do and come up with a better story line, too (well, they are just figments 

of your imagination so you just didn’t know something about them consciously, 

though did unconsciously, and that’s what’s putting a different spin on things) 

Hopefully, you’ll pinpoint where the problem lies. I did say, “hopefully”, so don’t freak out 

if you can’t pinpoint it right away. Just muse about it for a bit. You know, stare off into 

space and let your mind dart at the story from different directions, maybe through the eyes 

of different characters. 

I’ve had to sit down with a character and tell him to back off in a story in the past. He was 

on the scene before the hero appeared and he thought he was the hero in the story. He 

wasn’t. He was the person who knew both the hero and the heroine. He didn’t back off and 

settle into the part I’d “hired” him to play until I promised him his own book. One where 

he got to be the hero. After that, he was fine. 

And actually, that second book was easier to write because by then I really knew him as a 

separate person right at the start. There was no “getting to know you” period between hero 

and author to deal with for WICKED. 

In SUPERSTAR, the hero threw me for a loop when he was in the office of the record 

company’s PR diva and knew that his record would get pushed to the top of her “make this 

a hit” list if he put out…which was something I hadn’t seen coming in the least! When he 

suggested they waste no time and do it on her desk, I sat back from my screen and said out 



loud, “You’re doing what!!!!!!” But, hey, he had his reasons, and it was the start of him 

becoming a superstar. As the heroine had given him back the engagement ring before this, 

it was like he was taking advantage of a loophole before getting back together with her…he 

thought. Took things in a whole new direction though. Oddly enough, of all the heroes I’ve 

written, Paul is the one I’d run away with at the snap of his fingers. And this from a gal 

who left a husband because he cheated on her. Go figure. But it’s because he became a 

character with feet of clay, more human than just an imagined being, that the story 

improved. The fact that one reader after another has said “oh, my God, Paul!” and claim 

they didn’t want to leave him at the end of the story meant that this was definitely the 

making of him for readers as well as for me. 

I’ve had a romantic comedy on the drawing board for a couple years now that I haven’t 

gone back to because…well, the time isn’t right. I discovered that I was spending all my 

time with the hero and the heroine wasn’t getting equal time. I stopped writing before I got 

too far along that particular road. He could keep doing the renovations to her house, have 

things go wrong, have unexpected problems with the job, but that wasn’t getting her in the 

picture, even if it was her house. Sometimes I wonder if I stay away from her because I 

made her a cook with a cooking show and I hate cooking. Still, it was the perfect job for 

her. It still is. But other projects were speaking to me, so I followed their Lorelei call. 

Haven’t given up on Hank and…okay, see, here’s the problem. I can’t even remember her 

name. So the problem isn’t just her occupation, it’s that I don’t know her well enough. One 

day I will and the stumbling block will vanish. 

So, I suppose the second part of the CHALLENGE is to determine whether the problem 

lies in the situation you thought you were building or in one specific character and if so, 

exactly what the hold up is. 

Perhaps you need more backstory to know the character better. Perhaps you inadvertently 

leapfrogged over something and just need to back up. 

Until you sort out something about the problem, finding a way to cure it or go around it is 

tough. 

Things you might try doing if you haven’t done them already.  

• Interview the character about their background. Just let them take over the 

keyboard or hand them a pen and pad of paper. Let them talk as though TO you. If 

it helps, do a dialogue back and forth between you and them. Frequently the more 

you let them talk, the more likely it is that new ideas of what to happen begin 

• If you know where the roadblock is that drew things to a halt, back up. Look for 

where you could have taken a different direction. See if you can come up with three 

different ways a character could choose to go at this junction. There is the way they 

went, which might be straight ahead. There is the way on the left which will take 

them into different territory but not that different. There is the way on the right 

that is also into different territory but a way that changes their direction in some 

way. Now if you think I’m going to tell you to take that move to the right, you’re 



wrong. I want you to find a more complicated route – a 4th choice – and take that 

way. It will be the more interesting one. Yes, the one you might feel will really take 

things off in left field. But honestly, when this has happened to me, the fix turned the 

book into a much better story. 

Need a bit more on creating different story paths to follow? 

Well, let’s say that our hero is at a point where things could go well for him or not. Where 

he works has been acquired by another company. He can be kept on in his current position 

but suffer a 25% cut in his pay. His crossroad is: 

1. Take the cut and stay where he is 

2. Find a similar job at the same salary in the same company is available if he’s willing 

to a) learn Japanese and b) move to Tokyo 

3. Look for a similar job with a different company at a similar salary that won’t 

require a move to a foreign country, though perhaps one to a different state or 

providence or county within his home country 

4. Not continue in the same profession because he sees the writing on the wall – it’s 

becoming obsolete, so either he goes into business for himself or does something he’s 

always wanted to do and was too tied to the safe track to follow before. 

Of course, the 4th one leads to far more story opportunities. And this is just one part of his 

story, the part dealing with his job, not his life away from the job or what has happened to 

him in the past. 

It’s also a very simplification of how to dream up other avenues for characters to follow. 

I’ll agree that it sounds (and is, at times) a real pain in the you-know to sort out. But, oddly 

enough, once your mind, your muse, begins playing with things more to find interesting 

tracks, the mundane ones that stall things out begin to fall away. The muse loves dancing to 

different drummers once he/she/it learns the steps, turns, leaps, and twists that are 

possible. 

Yeah, vague as hell, isn’t it all? See if you can give it a try though. We’re going to get that 

muse stuck doing Morris Dancing, Karaoke, and anything else usually avoided. The goal is 

to shake things up to get those solutions, those “what comes next” questions answered. 

See you on Monday. Hopefully buoyed up with ideas!  

Be checking in daily in the event you need suggests flung your way or confusions de-

confused. 
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