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¢V tructure, that necessary demon, usually eludes our first
p drafts. Its lack keeps many writers trapped at the starting

them. Structure is further complicated by its relation to “plot” and

“story,” terms bandied about in workshops so often they’ve become
.indistinguishable from each other. Out of the fear that attends the
act of writing, we scramble for a solution like a drowning man flail-
ing for a rope. If we can just find that single thing—that hook,
gimmick, or formula—we’ll be saved. Of course, the rope we grab
might be wet, disintegrate in our hands, or worse, not be attached
to anything. Gimmicks and formulas regularly fail because they
lock us into narrative patterns that leech the life out of the story or
turn it into a cliché. _

Experienced erters know there is no surefiré way to map a plot
ahead of time. At its best, writing a book is a process of discovery.
E. L. Doctorow once likened the experience to driving across the
country in a fog with only fog lamps on—we can’t discern the final
destination, but we can see well enough to make progress. Yet-even
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¥ gate, blinkered by the empty page or the blank screen before

FINDING THE CENTER

if we agree with this metaphor, we still need a direction to move m, :
a place to start—how do we find the highway?

The goal of this exercise is to help memoirists ferret out the
tension that will drive their stories. Unlike novelists, who are con-
strained only by the limits of their imagination, a memoir writer
confronts the’amorphous mass of his or her life. What to include
or leave out is a major challenge—life as we live it is clearly not -
anovel. o ’

Yet a little fiction can help. A good novelist has a nose for finding
those uncomfortable moments that give birth to an interesting nar-
rative. The tension that arises from this discovery drives any good
narrative no matter what story shape it assumes. In Aspects of the
Novel, E. M. Forster tells us that a writer should decide “what his
major event is to be.” What he means by this is something I call the
“central event,” the one event the book cannot do without—it is
central to and creates the story; without it, the book collapses like a
house of cards. Nearly every work of fiction has one. The central
event can occur at any time before, during, or after the story, and

_ can perform any function—it can generate the narrative, serve as a

key point of exposition, build to a climax, or even be the climax;
what’s important is that without a central event, there is no story.
For example, in The Scarlet Letter, the birth of Pearl is the central
event; if she had not been born, Hester could have kept her affair
with Dimmesdale hidden, would not have been branded with the
scarlet “A,” and would have led a very different life. In The Great
Gatsby, the central event is the first time Jimmy Gatz sees Daisy
Buchanan, a scene Nick Carraway describes late in the novel, but
one that is crucial to understanding Gatsby. In this case, the central
event describes the unifying action of the novel;Gatsby looking at
Daisy, from his dock, from Tom Buchanan’s porch, from outside
Nick’s living room. In these examples, the central event is expo-
sitional. When Huck Finn fakes his own murder to escapé his
drunken father—the central event of Huckleberry Finn—it plays an
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active role in the narrative. Think of the central event as a stone
thrown into a pond; the story lies in ripples that reverberate out
from its splash. '

EXERCISE

This exercise, then, should help you find your central event. It
works through the process of elimination, discovery, and construc-
tion. You start by making a series of lists, a common activity whose
usefulness we often underestimate. The lists follow a pattern:

L. First, write a list of all the events in your memoir. Don’t
worry about what order they fall in, whether they are impor-
tant or not important, or even if they are central to the story.
Write quickly and list everything you can think of on a few
sheets of paper. Keep the language simple—remember, these
are only lists.

2. Choose the twenty most important events from this list and
write them on one side of a fresh piece of paper. Ask yourself
why you chose them.

3. Examine this list carefully. Circle the events that describe ac-
tions (hint: look for verbs). Actions not only lead to scenes
but help focus you away from generalities.

4. Create a new list on a new piece of paper from the circled
entries above, skipping a few lines after each entry on your
list. These are your key events.

5. Determine which of these events could be deleted from your
story without eliminating the entire story. The one that re-
mains is your central event.
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Think of this event as the center of your narrative. In ong Wiy af
another, everything connects to it, leads away from it, or moves i
ward it. What you are looking for is the most critical thing thal nesls
to happen either inside or outside your story. And dramatizing whal
is critical is at the heart of every good book. Just as Fitzgerald winig
about longing and loss and Hawthorne the complicated nalury of
love, the central event is the story you most want to tell. There |4 0
question that your central event will be intimately connected to yui
central character. Discovering it may not make writing it any casler,
It will, however, give you some sense of the territory you needd 1o
discover. From here, you can at least find Doctorow’s highway.
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