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Consider two versions of an afternoon.

In the first, a printer called June discovers an error in a concert programme. Then her assistant

buys a sandwich. Then it rains. Then someone telephones about a missing chair.
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In the second, June discovers an error in the programme and orders a reprint. The reprint uses
the paper reserved for another customer's job. To replace it before closing time, she must ask a
neighbouring printer for help. Unfortunately, she spent yesterday explaining why his work was

overpriced.

Both afternoons contain events. The second gives us a developing problem. June responds, her

response changes the situation, and the new situation demands another response.

That connection is one useful foundation for plot. It can support a thriller, a romance, a family
story or a comedy about a woman who should have been more diplomatic near the stationery

cupboard.
FIND THE THREAD THAT MAKES EVENTS BELONG TOGETHER

Plot is the arrangement and connection of events in a narrative. Chronology tells us when
things occur. Causality concerns how one event helps produce another. A story can use both,

and can present them in different orders.

A list of events may be useful while exploring a draft. To develop it into a compelling sequence,

ask what connects the events through desire, resistance, discovery and consequence.

June wants to fulfil her commission. Her mistake threatens that goal. Her attempted repair
creates a fresh difficulty involving someone she has offended. We can follow the thread because

each development changes her available options.

This does not mean every event must have one tidy cause. Life is messier, and fiction can be too.
An accident may interrupt a carefully made plan. Several pressures may converge. What helps

readers is a sense that developments matter to the situation they are following.

When a passage seems detachable, investigate its connection rather than automatically deleting

it. It may establish a relationship or expectation that will become important later.

GIVE THE STORY A QUESTION WITH MOVEMENT IN IT
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A narrative question gives readers something to anticipate. Will June deliver the corrected
programmes? Will she admit the mistake before someone else exposes it? Can she repair the

relationship she damaged?

Different questions create different kinds of interest. A mystery invites readers to seek an
explanation. Suspense concerns an uncertain outcome. A relationship story may ask whether

two people can overcome a division they partly maintain themselves.

Your book can contain several questions, but it helps to know which ones carry the main
experience. If the opening makes the concert commission seem crucial, readers will expect it to

matter beyond the first chapter.

Make the situation specific enough to develop. "Will June become a better person?" is broad.
"Will June ask for help from the man she publicly insulted?” gives that broader change a visible

form.

The question need not be stated in narration. Establish the circumstances and let readers form it

themselves.
PUT A CHOICE AT THE JOIN

When one scene leads to another, look for the character's contribution to the transition. What

do they decide because of what just happened?

June could confess the mistake, try to repair it privately, ask for a deadline extension or deliver

the incorrect programmes and hope nobody notices. Each choice opens a different route.

If she tries to conceal it, the plot can explore concealment. Perhaps her assistant gives the
concert organizer a reassuring answer based on incomplete information. Now June must either

correct that reassurance or allow someone else to share responsibility for her secret.

The assistant has done nothing implausible. The complication grows from June's earlier

decision.
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This is useful when a draft feels busy but strangely inert. Events may be arriving without
requiring consequential responses. Give a character a choice that influences the next

development.

The choice can be constrained, reluctant or small. It can also be a refusal. Declining to answer an

important question may change a relationship as decisively as delivering a speech.
MAKE CONSEQUENCES DEVELOP THE PROBLEM

An obstacle prevents easy success. A consequence arises from what has happened, including
attempts to overcome an obstacle. The distinction is useful because a sequence of unrelated

obstacles can feel like an author repeatedly moving the finish line.

If June faces a power cut, a flooded road, a stolen bicycle and a mysterious escaped goat, she
certainly has an afternoon. But unless those difficulties connect or reveal something important,

the story may feel arbitrarily prolonged.

Instead, let the reprint consume paper. Let the need for paper force a difficult request. Let that
request expose what June has been trying to hide. The problem develops rather than simply

collecting accessories.

Consequences need not always make matters worse. A generous response can complicate June's
assumptions about her neighbour. Help may solve the paper shortage while making it harder

for her to maintain the comfortable belief that he is unreasonable.

A change in understanding can be a significant development even when the physical task

becomes easier.
BUILD PRESSURE THROUGH VALUES AS WELL AS DANGER
Escalation means increasing or developing pressure. It need not involve ever larger threats.

At first, June risks an inconvenient delay. Later, she risks the trust of an assistant who believes
her. Finally, she may have to choose between preserving her reputation in the moment and

accepting responsibility honestly.
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The consequences become more personal. The same small printing job can carry a larger

emotional question without requiring a fire in the storeroom.

Deadlines, limited resources, conflicting responsibilities and narrowing options can all create
pressure. Use the ones that fit the story. Establish a deadline clearly enough that readers

understand it, rather than announcing a new emergency whenever the pace slows.

Also allow changes of rhythm. Constant crisis can make every incident feel equally loud. A
quieter scene may let readers understand what a development costs before the next decision

arrives.

Pressure becomes effective when readers know why the outcome matters and can see the

difficulty of achieving it.
GIVE THE MIDDLEITS OWN WORK

A sagging middle often contains repeated versions of the opening problem. The character tries
essentially the same thing, fails in essentially the same way and learns little that changes the

approach.

Ask what is different after each substantial sequence. Has a relationship shifted? Has new
information made the first plan inadequate? Has success created a responsibility the character

did not expect?

June may begin convinced that speed will solve everything. Halfway through, she discovers
that obtaining paper is easy compared with correcting the promises she has allowed others to

make. The task has changed from private repair to public accountability.

This gives the middle a developing shape. Earlier actions produce a new understanding, and the

character must adapt.

You do not have to place a particular reversal at an exact percentage of the manuscript. Planning
frameworks can help you ask questions, but they are tools. The useful test is whether this part of

this story changes the situation and sustains the intended reading experience.
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LET SUBPLOTS TOUCH THE MAIN STORY

A subplot is a secondary line of action or development. It might concern a friendship, a family

problem or another goal. It can broaden the world and give the central story emotional depth.

June's assistant may be considering leaving to start a business. That subplot can matter because
June fears losing him and therefore tries to appear unfailingly competent. Her concealment of

the printing error now grows partly from that fear.

Later, admitting the mistake might change how they discuss his future. The job and the

relationship influence each other.

A subplot does not need to become a secret mechanism that solves the climax. It can provide
contrast, complicate a choice or reveal an effect of the main events. But if it occupies substantial

space, consider what connection makes it belong in this book.

When outlining, mark a subplot's return points and what changes at each one. If it disappears
for along stretch, decide whether that absence is intentional or whether its emotional thread

needs support.
DECIDE WHICH MOMENTS NEED A SCENE

Plot does not require dramatizing every movement between important events. June can cross
town in a sentence. Readers probably do not need the entire journey unless something

meaningful happens during it.

Summary compresses events or intervals. A scene gives closer attention to an unfolding

encounter or experience. Both contribute to pacing.

Choose scenes for moments where readers benefit from experiencing uncertainty, interaction, a
significant choice or a change as it occurs. Use summary when the essential point is that

something happened, rather than how each moment unfolded.
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For instance, you might summarize June trying several suppliers, then dramatize the
conversation with her neighbour. The conversation places her pride and need in direct contact,

so its pauses and evasions matter.

Do not turn thisinto a rule that quiet activity must be compressed. June silently sorting the
incorrect programmes may be emotionally important if it is the moment she stops pretending

the error is someone else's fault.
KEEP SURPRISE CONNECTED TO POSSIBILITY

A satisfying surprise changes how readers understand the story while remaining compatible

with what the story has established.

Perhaps the neighbouring printer agrees to help immediately. June expected hostility; he has
already forgotten the insult. The surprise reveals that her dread was partly a creation of her own
pride. You can prepare this by showing his easy manner with someone else, without

announcing its significance.

A convenient stranger arriving with precisely the paper June needs might solve the practical

problem, but it risks bypassing the difficult choice the story has been preparing.

Coincidence can start trouble or contribute to a story's particular style. It is not forbidden.
Examine whether a coincidence enriches the intended experience or removes the need for a

meaningful response at a crucial point.

In mysteries and other revelation-driven stories, track what information has been available.
Readers need not predict the answer, but a late explanation should not depend entirely on facts

the narrative has arbitrarily withheld.
BUILD TOWARDS AN OUTCOME THE STORY HAS PREPARED

A climax is a point of decisive action or confrontation in the narrative's main development. It
may be physically dramatic or emotionally quiet. Its force comes partly from the pressures that

lead into it.
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For June, delivering the programmes might be less important than the conversation in which
she corrects the organizer's mistaken understanding. If honesty has become the central

difficulty, that is the choice the ending should give proper weight.

Let the character use, reject or reconsider something established earlier. June's knowledge of
printing can help fulfil the commission; her changing understanding of responsibility can

determine how she does it.

Avoid solving the central problem with an unprepared ability, resource or revelation simply
because you have reached the last chapter. If the solution needs preparation, add it earlierina

form that belongs naturally to those scenes.

An ending can leave questions open. Aim for a deliberate relationship between what has been

resolved, what remains uncertain and the experience the book has promised.
SHOW ENOUGH AFTERMATH TO MAKE THE OUTCOME FELT

Once the main decision occurs, readers may need to see its effect. An abrupt stop can leave a

completed plot feeling emotionally unfinished.

Perhaps June delivers the job, apologizes and returns to find her assistant making a list of
procedures they should change. Their relationship has not become magically effortless. It has

become more honest and potentially more equal.

You do not need to account for every character's next thirty years. Choose an aftermath that

reveals the changed situation.

Equally, do not continue introducing fresh major conflicts once the ending has done its work,
unless the form deliberately calls for that opening. A final chapter that begins three new

adventures can weaken the sense of arrival.

Read the opening and ending together. What expectations connect them? What has the
character attempted, learned or lost? What would readers now understand about the first scene

that they could not understand when they began?
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TRY A CHAIN OF SIX DEVELOPMENTS

Write six brief entries for a story you are planning or drafting. Begin with a character pursuing
something specific. For each next entry, identify an action, discovery or consequence arising

from the situation before it.

nn

Try using "because," "therefore" or "but" to expose the relationship. You are testing connections,

not composing the final prose.
For example:

1. Junediscovers the error and decides to repair it without telling the organizer.
2. Her private reprint consumes the paper reserved for another customer's order.

3. Sheconceals the shortage while looking for a replacement, so her assistant does not know

the second order is in difficulty.
4. The assistant reassures that customer, creating a promise June knows she cannot yet fulfil.
5. To keep both commitments, June asks the neighbouring printer for help despite their
disagreement.

6. He supplies the paper, leaving June to choose whether to admit the mistake or let her

assistant continue believing nothing went wrong.

Now vary one decision. What if she confesses immediately? The story might become about
negotiating the consequences openly rather than maintaining a secret. Neither version is

automatically better. Choose the one that develops the experience you want to write.

This works for planners and discovery writers. An outline can test the chain before drafting; a
reverse outline can reveal it afterwards. A nonlinear narrative can use the same underlying

connections while arranging revelations differently for the reader.

When a section feels loose, ask what someone does because of what happened, and what that
response changes. You may need another event. You may simply need to connect the events you

already have.
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From Fogbottom: practical writing guidance and free creative software for independent authors. The original article, with any
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