From Story Idea to Published Story
CYNTHIA GORNEY

I got a story idea from doing a “plant and cut” on a soccer field: I heard
my leg make a horrible popping sound, fell, and ended up in the emer-
gency room. For the next three days my left leg folded out sideways every
time I put weight on it. I'd torn my ACL, my anterior cruciate ligament.

I thought to myself, “I'm going to be in pain and rehab for a year,
but at least I'm going to get a story out of it.” That story ended up in
the New York Times Magazine. Though it all ended well, the process
leading up to that publication was hell for me, my editors, and
everyone around me. Writing this story was a sort of tragic comedy in
four acts, portraying a process that seemed simple and straightfor-
ward but went awry in crucial ways.

Think of the story process as a funnel. You start with an unformed,
fuzzy idea, throw it into a funnel, and out comes a focused, purpose-
ful story. That's the idea anyway. It takes practice. In Act 1 you toss
your story elements into the funnel. In Act 4 your story emerges.

Act 1: The Glimmer

You have the germ of an idea. Let’s say you get a tip ata city coun-
cil meeting or meet someone whose story you find compelling or fall
on a soccer field and go to the emergency room. That moment when
you think, “This could be a story,” is your glimmer moment.

My glimmer was “I'm going to do a story about knees.” So I put
knees into my story funnel. I already had a natural narrative vehicle
for the story. It would begin with my injury. The middle would be my
surgery and rehab. It would end with my return to the soccer field in
my creaky brace with my compromised gait. In one respect I was
lucky: At the time of my glimmer moment it was already pretty clear
that I had some decent material for a magazine piece.

Act 2: First Discovery

Once you have decided to pursue an idea, you enter a stage of
broad investigation into your topic. It is similar to the process that
lawyers call “discovery.” You have an idea—knees or illiteracy or HIV
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among Black women—something big and unfocused. You set out to
learn everything you can about the topic. This discovery process
helps you figure out whether your idea is worth pursuing and, if so,
how to do that. It also helps you find out how to pitch it to an editor.

Start researching, interviewing, and observing, but don’t overdo
the discovery stage. You have to cut it short at some point. You're not
trying to become the world’s expert on your topic.

That is the first mistake I made. I learned so much about knees
that with a sharpened spoon and some anesthetic, I could probably
do knee surgery now. As a reporter, that is not the level of expertise
you want. In the first discovery phase you're looking for your story.

I found two stories. During my visit to the emergency room and
later talking to surgeons, I learned that two groups of people were tear-
ing their ACLs: female athletes and older baby-boomer jocks. There
was a measurable rise in boomer-jock knee injuries because of people
like me who refuse to slow down. For reasons still not entirely under-
stood, the ACL failure rate among female athletes in certain sports,
including soccer, was two to six times higher than for male athletes.

I wrote a proposal for the New York Times Magazine. One of my first
tasks—and a first task for anyone writing a magazine proposal—was to
get a clear sense of the magazine's audience. A magazine audience is
more specialized than that of a newspaper even when the magazine is
part of a newspaper. Particular people read that particular magazine for
particular reasons. Your job is to grab the attention of that audience.

In the proposal I had to give the editor of the magazine a sense of
how my story would read, what the voice would be. The tone is a sep-
arate issue from the information you impart in a piece. I wanted the
story to be very informative, not introspective, and surely not self-

pitying. The piece would use my injury as a vehicle for general reporting.
My initial memo to Adam Moss at the Times Magazine included pro-
posals for two pieces. I let him choose.

The first piece was a standard treatment of the failure rate in
knees among female athletes. The first few lines of my proposal gave
the editor a sense of the piece’s tone.

Knee injuries clearly appear to be the Big Thing among coaches
& orthopedists watching women’s ascendance in competitive
sports—everybody agrees that the number of injuries is escalat-
ing rapidly (“virtual epidemic” is the way that one New Jersey or-
thopedic surgeon puts it), both because of the huge increase in
overall numbers of girls & women in sports (that’s the Title 9—
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Women’s Movement—Changing Image stuff) and because of the
way young women are now learning to play their sports: aggres-
sive, fast & vicious, like the boys. Everybody also agrees that, for
reasons not yet entirely understood, women blow the anterior
cruciate ligament—the ACL—at a rate three to six times that for
‘men. It’s a devastating injury for an athlete.

The opening sentence was far too long and complicated for a pub-
lished article, but it did tell why this story was news. It gave the editor
good quotes from an expert. It let him know that I’d already done
thorough research. One key to a magazine proposal is establishing
your knowledge at the very beginning.

My second proposal was for a long, firstperson, reported essay
aimed at people like me: baby boomers who refuse to retreat grace-
fully into sedentary middle age. Those baby boomers made up a large
part of the magazine’s audience. This turned out to be the piece
Adam wanted. He believed I would tell it better, that I would care a
little more, and that my approach to it would fit well with the maga-
zine’s target demographic.

Act 3: Furmel Discovery

Once I had the assignment, I should have launched fully into what
I call the funnel discovery phase. During this phase you refine your story
focus and what you need to know to write it. My problem, my second
mistake, was that I didn’t stick to my marching orders. I'd been told
to do a piece about baby-boomer jock knees, but I started my funnel
discovery with too broad an idea: “I'm writing about knees.” A “piece
about knees” is not a story.

T'm a classic reporter, an autodidact. I love the research and re-
porting; I hate writing. I went into this story as if I were going to geta
degree in orthopedics. I overdid discovery because I wanted to show
what a good reporter I was, how much I had learned. And I was hav-
ing a great time.

Eventually, I looked up and realized “Oh, yeah, deadline coming.”
By this time I had interviewed my former boss about his knee re-
placement—even though my story wasn’t about knee replacements. I
had persuaded the Times to fly me to Cincinnati, Ohio, where a fancy
knee doctor has a miniwing of a hospital for his knee work. I went to
Ohio to find scenes I could use along with all my research. That was
mistake number three. I didn’t ask myself, What'’s the purpose of these
scenes in relation to my story?
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Act 4: Writing the Draft

My stack of notes for the story grew to be two feet high. I finally sat
down to write. As [ always do, I started in the middle of sentences,
babbled repetitively, asked myself lots of questions. I ended up with a
slew of incoherent outtakes: e.g., “and in fact the whole modern sub-
specialty of sports medicine owes much of its startup impetus to junk
knees . . . torn ACLs, ripped menisci, and otherwise junked knees.
segue into my operation now . .. what Mattson did.” That’s how I
draft. Everyone has her own method.

Finally, I had the tone of the story. I developed a good beginning,
with the voice I wanted.

Well, I did it playing soccer at the age of 42, but before you start
muttering geez, what* did she expect, let me tell you some of the
other ways overenergetic baby boomers do it: playing tennis,
playing basketball, playing volleyball, playing softball, downhill
skiing, diving sideways for a Frisbee at the beach, and making
one rapid feint in the spur-of-the-moment touch football game
that seemed like such a good idea until the part with the writhing
and the screaming and the panicky-faced people running for ice
and a medic. Myself, I don’t remember that part so precisely.

A central task in writing a draft is to block out the different sec-
tions. I needed to identify my opening. I decided on a description of
my injury: a lovely passage about traveling to the East Coast with my
leg in a brace, hearing all sorts of wounded-jock-knee stories. The
next section started with my trip to Cincinnati. My fourth section
dealt with young women athletes at Stanford and their injuries. I
ended with a leaping-onto-the-field scene in my squeaky brace.

I had written eight thousand words. I had been assigned a four-
thousand-word story. I handed it in thinking, as reporters do, “They’ll
think this is so great that they’ll just double the slot for it. They’ll re-
arrange the whole magazine.”

Adam Moss cut a couple of thousand words and then made a hi-
larious charitable remark: “I think we can just nickel-and-dime the
rest of it out.” We could not, of course, cut an eight-thousand-word
piece in half so easily. Here’s what they cut: the whole section about
Cincinnati (a thousand bucks in expenses—oops!), all known knowl-
edge on knees, and about half of the information about women’s
knees. My personal story was cut in ways that were painful.

Later, though, I had to admit that the cuts made sense. The final
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story was on target: very much about jock baby-boomer knees. A brief
digression into women’s knees worked because my own female-knee
story framed the article. At the end of the article I limp into the Stan-
ford rehab center. Vanessa Nygaard and Christine Vokl, two injured
Stanford basketball stars, limp in behind me. We compare scars.
Their scars are longer than mine because their legs are a foot longer
than mine. I included our conversation about knee rehab, their pas-
sion for basketball, and how they would go on playing—even though
they knew it would cost them. I concur: I'll play soccer for aslong as I
can, on my own flawed physical frame, because it matters to me.

I had survived the knee injury and writing my knee story, too.

(Narrative) J School for People Who
Never Went

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC

I found literary journalism as a way to bring together my deep interests
in sociology and class in America. Because I never went to journalism
school, I always assumed there must be methods for approaching sto-
ries that I just didn’t know. In retrospect, I see that my lack of method
worked to my advantage. To do this work well, you must find your
own way and make your own mistakes.

Some of my best stories grew from killed assignments. Here’s one
example: After reading a little clip in Newsday about a young heroin
dealer who was being tried, I started attending the trial. I got an as-
signment from Rolling Stone to cover it and spent about three months
at the courthouse. Ultimately, full access to the defendant was limited
because of a pending appeal. He could be more open with me if his
appeal were rejected, but that would take a year or two. Rolling Stone
wasn’t interested in waiting. They killed the story, but I stayed with it.

During my reporting I had gotten to know the mothers and girl-
friends of some of the codefendants. I followed them. It was the be-
ginning of a very long journey that culminated in my book, Random
Family. Had the Rolling Stone piece run, perhaps these relationships
wouldn’t have continued.

I often take a straight assignment, believing that I can convince
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