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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      A recurring refrain in the writing business is that editors want fresh material—something different they haven’t seen before. We’d all like to oblige them, but sometimes it’s difficult to come up with a fully-fleshed, original concept when the only person available to brainstorm with is yourself.

      Since we’re all limited to one brain, we unfortunately fall into habits of characterization and plotting. Left to ourselves, we develop ruts of linear thinking and tend to respond in the same way to the same conditions (e.g., to the same basic plot lines). To break out of these ruts, we need outside input to trigger our thinking in new directions, to give our creativity something different and inspiring to play with.

      Finding another person or three to share ideas with is one solution, but there are a couple of problems inherent in that. First, others aren’t always available when inspiration or the creative urge strikes . . . and people have a tendency to be a bit peeved if you wake them at odd hours to listen to your latest brainchild.

      Second, others have a tendency to become enamored with their own ideas—whether you find them useful or not—and veer off on unusable tangents. If they’re writers, it might become even more difficult as they take fire from their own ideas and spin out scenarios that ignore your needs.

      The ideal situation is to find a better way of brainstorming with yourself. That’s what The Writer’s Brainstorming Kit is all about—a way of using random concepts to trigger new associations in your mind, to break out of your conventional linear mode of thinking and take flight in new, unexpected directions.

      So, give it a try. No matter whether you need help with getting started, creating a story from scratch, breaking through a block, adding depth to a character, or finding a new plot twist, shuffle the cards, and let them help you create something fresh and different.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WHAT YOU’LL NEED

      

      

      The print edition of The Writer’s Brainstorming Kit comes with a deck of fifty cards (hence the kit designation). That’s rather difficult to do in the electronic version, so we added two cards to make it fifty-two so you can use a regular deck of playing cards to brainstorm with. Just draw a playing card, match it up with the card name below, and use that method to randomly select a card. Or . . . you could navigate to the table of contents that shows the pages with the card names, close your eyes, and stab your finger at random on the page. Whatever method you choose, get started brainstorming!
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            UNDERSTANDING THE CARDS

          

        

      

    

    
      In order to use this system, you first need to understand how it’s laid out. There are fifty-two words (in alphabetical order) associated with the fifty-two cards in a regular deck of playing cards. These words are intended to trigger associations in your mind to add depth and interest to your story for a specific element of character or plot.

      For example, if you need help in developing a character from scratch, you’ll draw seven cards, one for each character category listed below. If you want to create a new plot, you’ll draw five cards to correspond with each of the plot categories. Here’s how the categories are set up:

      

      
        
        CHARACTER CATEGORIES

      

      

      Most of our character categories are derived from the method designed by Debra Dixon in her enlightening and useful book on characterization, GMC: Goal, Motivation, and Conflict.

      As the late Paul Gillette used to say, a novel is a story about a likable or interesting character who overcomes seemingly insurmountable obstacles in search of a worthwhile goal. Ms. Dixon expands this to suggest that major characters should not only have meaningful goals, but should also have strong motivations for wanting those goals (which make the characters likable and the goals meaningful). And, of course, they must conflict—those seemingly insurmountable obstacles—that prevent your characters from reaching their goal. We’ll give you some quick and dirty explanations of her method here, but highly encourage you to read her book if you want more information on the subject.

      We’ll start with a discussion of the character categories.

      

      Role/Pursuit:

      This category provides a list of words to help define your character’s occupation, story role, or life pursuit. As you can see, we didn’t confine ourselves to just one aspect of the word on each card, but tried to provide both positive and negative roles to define heroes or villains as you choose.

      

      Trait:

      In this category, we’ve given you a list of potential character traits that match the word on the card. Again, the traits range from positive to negative since you’ll probably want to give your protagonists some flaws along with their positive character traits, and you’ll certainly want to do so for your antagonists or villains.

      

      Trait Combined with Role/Pursuit:

      Debra Dixon suggests you create a “dominant impression” for each of your characters. This dominant impression uses an adjective and a descriptive noun to define a character, such as a meek waitress, a cocky pilot, or a crusading mortician. It also helps keep your characters clearly in mind as you’re writing about them, so you’ll have a good idea how they’ll react in any given situation.

      To create a dominant impression for a new character using this system, draw two cards. Next, look up the first card and select a descriptive noun from the “Role/Pursuit” category, then choose an adjective from the “Trait” category of the other card.

      For example, let’s say you chose A[image: club suit] (Animals) for the trait and 4[image: diamond suit] (Giving) for the role/pursuit. Looking at the options under these cards, you might come up with a kindhearted nurse, a wild missionary, a bestial volunteer, or a xenophobic philanthropist.

      So, you needn’t be concerned that only fifty-two cards will limit you—these four characters all came from the same two cards, yet they are vastly different.

      

      Goal:

      The “G” part of GMC is goal. All major characters have at least one goal, an objective that is vitally important—at least, to them. These goals are those things they want badly enough to take positive action to achieve them. For example, your character might want a better house, a faster car, and a full head of hair, but if he does nothing to go after those goals, they aren’t significant to the story or to the reader. But when he spends all of his free time at the gym pumping iron, the reader will conclude that he is serious about getting in shape. It then becomes a recognizable goal.

      Goals may be internal or external, tangible or intangible, noble or ignoble. In addition, major characters often have more than one goal. Take the movie Romancing the Stone for example. Joan Wilder has a couple of different goals that are important to her in the course of the story: she wants to find a dream man like the hero in her novels, and she wants to get a treasure map to Cartagena.

      

      Motivation:

      In addition, each goal should have an accompanying motivation. If the goal is what the character wants, the motivation is why she wants it. For example, Joan’s motivation for finding her dream man might be to find love. And her motivation to get the map to Cartagena is very clear—to rescue her sister.

      Whatever your character’s motivation, it should be strong enough to compel her to take positive action to make her goal happen. And, because one person’s goal might be another’s motivation, and vice versa, we have combined these two in one category in the card listings.

      

      Conflict:

      If the character achieves his goal right away, you don’t have a story. So, to make it interesting, you must supply conflict—something keeping him from reaching his goal. Conflict can either be internal (something inside the character) or external (something outside the character).

      Using our Romancing the Stone example again, Joan’s timidity is the internal conflict that keeps her from achieving her goal of finding an adventurous man like her fictional hero. And the villains who try to steal her map are the external conflict keeping her from getting it to her intended destination.

      Because internal and external conflicts are entirely different, we’ve given you a different category for each.

      

      Growth/Realization:

      In addition to knowing what your character wants, why he wants it, and what’s keeping him from getting it, you also need to know whether or not he achieves it. The answer can be as simple as yes or no . . . or more complex. For example, your hero might achieve his goal but find it isn’t what he wanted after all. Or your heroine might fail at achieving hers, but learn something else is really more important to her.

      We’ll leave it to you to decide whether or not your character achieves his goal, but what is even more important is whether or not he grows or learns anything (comes to realize something important) as a result of your story.

      In Joan Wilder’s case, she achieves both her goals, and in the process, realizes she’s stronger than she ever thought possible.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PLOT CATEGORIES

      

      

      To discuss plot, we’ll use Syd Field’s example of story structure. Consider a straight line with five plot points:
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      This is a rather simple rendition of one possible plot structure, but it makes it easy to discuss. To make it even easier, we’ve named each point on the line:

      
        
        A. The Ordinary World

        B. The Trigger Event

        C. The Change of Plans

        D. The Black Moment

        E. The Resolution

      

      

      

      The Ordinary World:

      This term comes from Christopher Vogler’s marvelous book, The Writer’s Journey. Point A, the ordinary world, is often defined in the opening pages of a novel or shortly thereafter, and is the normal milieu for your character (which may not be at all “ordinary” for anyone else), her everyday world before the events of the story take her in a new direction. It helps define the character so that when she is suddenly jerked out of her ordinary world at the next plot point, we understand the significance of the change.

      As an example of these five plot points, we’ll look at Star Wars and the points’ effects on the main character, Luke Skywalker. For this particular point, we know that Luke’s ordinary world involves working on his uncle’s farm on Tattooine at the beginning of the story.

      

      Trigger Event:

      The trigger event, point B, is the incident that happens to yank your character out of his secure world and send him in a new direction. It is very close to point A and the beginning of the story because it often happens shortly after the revelation of the ordinary world. In addition, it may help create your character’s goal, motivation, and/or conflict for the rest of the story.

      That is true in Luke’s case when he reaches his trigger event—the murder of his aunt and uncle. Suddenly, nothing will ever be the same again, and he is thrust out of his ordinary world as he joins forces with Obi-wan Kenobi and others to avenge his family and save Princess Leia.

      

      Change of Plans:

      To help avoid the dreaded sagging middle syndrome, it is often advisable to have a major event happen at point C—the change of plans. Once the character is sent in a new direction at B, this change of plans at about the midpoint allows you something to build toward. Then, once the change of plans has been made, it gives your characters something to react to until they hit plot point D. Keep in mind that, in longer stories, you might have several of these turning points.

      The change of plans happens for Skywalker when he and his friends are captured by the Death Star. Now, the stakes have risen and Luke must suddenly switch goals to escape his captors and help the rebels.

      We combined the trigger event suggestions with the change of plans into one category because they are both essentially changes in the plot. The only difference is where they appear in the story.

      

      Black Moment:

      The black moment, point D, is the moment when it appears everything is about to go horribly wrong. The protagonist is about to lose everything she’s worked toward, and the villain is about to triumph. This moment appears toward the very end of the book.

      For example, in Star Wars, several fighters have failed to penetrate the defenses of the Death Star and there are only minutes left to destroy it before it annihilates the rebel base. The black moment occurs just as Luke is about to take his shot when Darth Vader shows up on his tail and locks on to his fighter, spelling doom for our hero.

      

      The Resolution:

      Shortly after the black moment, the character makes a decision or has an epiphany that reveals the best course of action. As a result, the character is rewarded (or not, as your plot dictates) and the resolution comes at point E—the end.

      In Luke’s case, Han Solo distracts Vader long enough for Luke to take fire. Luke decides to trust in the force, so he is able to hit the target, destroy the Death Star, and save the rebel alliance.
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        * * *

      

      We could have made the entries in the character and plot points categories very specific, but we intentionally left them general. This is because, in brainstorming your specific story, it is more useful to say a murder was committed and let you figure out whodunit than to lock you into something too specific such as Colonel Mustard killed Mr. Body in the library with a candlestick.
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        * * *

      

      Now that you have an idea of how the categories are structured, we’ll give you some examples of how to build a character or plot from scratch, create an entire story, flesh out an existing character, or find out what happens next in your plot.
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            CREATING A CHARACTER

          

        

      

    

    
      The process for creating a character is simple. Start by shuffling the deck and selecting seven different cards at random. Choose a role/pursuit for your character from the first card, a trait from the second, and a goal, motivation, internal conflict, external conflict, and growth/realization from subsequent cards.

      To give you an idea of the thought process involved, we’ll give you a couple of examples. We drew the following cards at random to create a character:

      
        
        Role/Pursuit: 7[image: club suit] (Communication)

        Trait: 8[image: diamond suit] (Improvement)

        Goal: 9[image: club suit]  (Deception)

        Motivation: K[image: club suit] (Ego)

        Internal Conflict: J[image: spade suit] (Rescue)

        External Conflict: 8[image: heart suit] (Time)

        Growth/Realization: 8[image: club suit] (Death)

      

      

      Pam decided to write a contemporary romance and create a hero named George. From the list of roles/pursuits under Communication, she chose to make George a publisher.

      The next card, Improvement, yields a number of character traits, but Pam decided to make George a progressive publisher who keeps his authors’ interests in mind.

      What’s George’s goal? From the list under Deception, she found “Penetrate and reveal a deception.” So, she postulated that George knows of a literary agency that uses questionable practices to defraud authors and publishers, and George’s goal is to learn exactly what they’re doing and reveal it to the world.

      Why? What’s his motivation? Under Ego, there are a number of choices, but Pam felt none of them fit well with this goal. However, the word “ego” made her think of another possible motivation for George: his ego is at stake because the agency scammed him by convincing him to pay big bucks for a manuscript he later learned was plagiarized. He feels he has to redeem himself and make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else.

      Now, what’s keeping George from reaching his goal? Under Rescue, Pam found George’s internal conflict is “Doubt your ability to save another.” George is uncertain of his ability to save others from being defrauded because he has no proof of his allegations—the questionable agency swears they were fooled by the plagiarist as well.

      In addition, the Time card gives him an external conflict of “History threatens to repeat itself.” It seems the agency has yet another brilliant manuscript he would like to purchase, but rumor has it this story has also been plagiarized.

      How does George grow as a result of the story? The Death card gives the following clue: “It’s time to stop mourning the past and live in the present.” Regardless of how the story comes out, George must give up his fixation on being conned and get on with his life.

      So, now Pam has the bare bones of a character, and the seed of a plot. Since this is a romance, she would also need to create a heroine as well, preferably one who is in conflict with the hero. Knowing this, Pam doesn’t need to pull a card for the heroine’s role/pursuit—it’s fairly obvious George’s love interest will need to be either the suspected agent or the suspected author. Now that Pam knows that, she can continue using the cards to build the heroine.
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        * * *

      

      Michael used the same cards to create Ellie, the heroine of a mystery. From the Communication card, he chose to give Ellie the role of teacher—a young, footloose substitute teacher.

      From the Improvement card, Michael selected a dominant trait of insecurity. It’s a trait she badly wants to change—a trait she knows she must change to meet her goal.

      Ellie’s goal, found under the Deception card, is simple. She wants the truth. She wants to find her sister and discover who she herself is. Ellie remembers her sister from her childhood. Her sister was older than Ellie and took care of her, then disappeared and left her with an old couple who would tell her nothing of her sister, her past, why her sister left, or where she was. But Ellie saw the fear that leaked into their eyes at her insistent questions and they tried to protect her with their silence. However, they are now gone. Their deaths were ruled an accident, but Ellie believes otherwise.

      From the list of motivations under Ego, Michael finds “Be successful in your own right.” Ellie realizes she cannot attain lasting success without the foundation of belonging somewhere . . . of knowing who she is. She can have no real future without solving her past.

      Ellie’s internal conflict holds her back. Pulled from the Rescue list, Michael decides that Ellie has a close-held fear that if she frees the truth, she won’t survive it.

      The Time card provides direction for Ellie’s external conflict. Time is her enemy. With each passing day, the trail grows colder, the possibilities fainter. And when the trigger event occurs, time begins to rapidly run out.

      From the card of Death, this growth/realization ties it all up: Ellie learns her sister protected her—and paid that price with her life. As did her caretakers. She determines her own life must and will be worthy of those sacrifices. Justice was served. She gets her answers, but they come at an unforeseen price.
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