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The Truth About Fiction
Or How to Tell a Believable Lie

By Antaeus Balevre

Fiction by its very definition is a lie. As an author anything you need to know about
writing fiction starts with that premise. For example: "Jack The Ripper's first victim, Mary
Lee Lewis, was caught by his basilisk gaze and didn't see the knife until it was too late."

The above sentence is a lie. While it's true that Jack the Ripper was real, there was
never a documented victim by that name. Consequently, by adding a little reality to the
fabrication I changed it into a convincing half-truth. That’s fiction. It's a well-crafted half-
truth that springs from the author's mind.

So who cares? Certainly not the reader, they will believe it anyway. They will believe
it because even though the reader knows it's just a story, the words pulled them into it
and made them believe the falsehood.

Human beings are emotional creatures. So much so, that we make decisions based on
whether we are bored, happy, sad, or angry at the time. Evoking those emotions are what
will lure the reader into your story. How many times have you read a story and found
yourself laughing at a funny scene, getting angry at a villain, or become teary eyed? Those
things happened because something in the story struck a chord within you, and it evoked
an emotional response.

You didn't plan to laugh, cry, or become angry when you started reading the story. It
was a spontaneous reaction to the words on the page. The author plied his or her craft and
made you forget that what you were reading was nothing more than a lie. Even though
your logical mind knew that, your subconscious still reacted emotionally to the story.
Thus, the logical conclusion has to be that the key to writing successful fiction is the ability
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to tell a convincing fib. Hopefully, one which will evoke an emotional response from the
reader.

Readers are selective in what they read. Some people refuse to read fictional horror
stories because it terrifies them. Likewise, readers who dislike brutality avoid spy novels,
thrillers, horror, and fast-action stories. They know that the violence and torture in these
types of narratives will upset them.

Conversely, other readers will choose those types of stories because of the rush they
receive while reading them. In other words, both groups will select or reject a story based
on the emotional response they have to the words.

Perception is everything. What is really at work here is not what is happening in the
story, but the reader's perception of what is happening. For example, in my book "Rune-
Laconia Lost," the antagonist is an impotent sadist who enjoys torturing people. Prior to
its publication, I hired a proofreader to go over the manuscript. We discussed my novel
before I sent him the manuscript, and he was well aware that it contained violence,
torture, and sexual material. The proofreader said that he had no objections, and I hired
him to correct the manuscript. After reading the first torture scene, the proofreader stated
that the violence and cruelty offended him, and refused to complete the job.

Even some professionals react emotionally to what they read. In this case, the
proofreader knew what he was getting before I hired him, but he still had an emotional
reaction to the story. His response to that emotion was to refuse to read any further, until
I removed the offending words.

As with the proofreader, some readers will have an adverse reaction to the
unconventional sex, brutality, sadism, and bloodshed in some fiction. They forget that the
violence portrayed in fiction is only simulated violence. It is not real. It's just a figment of
the author's imagination. They are only words on a piece of paper, words that are written
in a way that makes the reader abhor the antagonist on an emotional level. Real violence
does not exist in a fictional story except in the mind of the reader, and then only if the
author is good enough, at his or her craft, to make it believable.

MAKE THE STORY COMPELLING

A compelling story is like a magnet to the reader. It does not matter what genre you
write in as long as the story is compelling to the reader. Who cares if the characters are
everyday people, two headed giants, bone sucking blobs, or far advanced telepaths. It
makes no difference if the action takes place on earth, in space on some far distant planet,
or in an alternate universe. If the author can make the reader perceive that the apparently-
real people have presumably-real motives, he or she is half-way there. Ultimately, the
seemingly-real details of the plot will draw the reader into the story without their
conscious realization.

It takes more than just words to write a good story. To become a successful fiction
writer, the author must master the art of effectively blending many elements. Then he or
she must have all those elements work in concert to produce a dramatic result. The
author's writing style, character creation, and plot/storyline development are crucial to
this endeavor. Those elements, combined with a pictorial setting, an efficacious point of
view, and even the author's choice of words, all play a part in a reader's like or dislike of
the story.
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In my humble opinion, of all these elements, character creation, plot development,
and storyline are the ones most alluring to the reader. They are the components that draw
the readers in and make them forget the story is a lie. Is there a reader out there that
hasn't, at one time or another, put himself or herself in the shoes of one of the characters?
I doubt it.

Give your characters' personalities. As authors, we want to create believable and
captivating characters. We want these characters to be multi-faceted individuals who do
moving things. We want them to be electrifying, stimulating, thrilling, sexy, agitating, and
yes even disgusting. We want them to be anything but boring or forgetful to our readers.
Our ultimate goal, as authors, is to have the reader relate to the characters we have so
painstakingly created, even if it is only for a little while on a subconscious level.

PLOT AND STORYLINE

Most writers are divided over whether plot and storyline are the same thing. In my
experience, they are not. If you want to write a compelling story, it's important to
remember that the plot and storyline are two different things. However, both must coexist
in the story for the reader to be convinced that the lie is real. An easy way to remember
the difference between the two is this:

The plot is your protagonist’s physical journey, e.g. what happens to and around your
character to make he or she do what they are doing. It is the foundation of any fictional
story, it's the physical engine that keeps the story moving, if you will. The purpose of a
great plot is to immediately bring the reader's senses into contact with the story world, be
it on Earth or some far off planet. It is the one element that the story can't do without.

There are five main elements in a plot, which are covered in the following outline:

Introduction — Adam is asleep on a beach in Aruba. When he wakes up, Eve is
standing nearby looking at him. Adam has never seen anyone so beautiful, and he falls in
love immediately.

Buildup – Adam and Eve enter into an exclusive relationship, and after two weeks of
fun in the sun Eve decides that Adam is the only man for her. Six months later they are
married, and Eve tells Adam she wants lots of children.

Turning point — Eve discovers Adam has been lying about his whereabouts, and
suspects he is having an affair. Eve angrily confronts Adam about her suspicions, which
he tearfully denies.

Wrap-up — Determined to catch him in the act, Eve follows Adam, and discovers that
he has been visiting a fertility clinic.

Resolution — Adam confesses his secret to Eve. Years ago Adam had a vasectomy, and
he was having it reversed. Her trust restored, Eve tells Adam that whatever the outcome,
she will stand by him. The end.

In the plot outline above, there are a plethora of emotions, and that is where the
storyline comes in. There is Adam and Eve's love for each other, and Eve's desire to
procreate because of that love. It is followed by Adam's apprehension and guilt over his
vasectomy, Eve's doubt, disbelief, and anger over Adam's perceived betrayal, and her
subsequent distrust of Adam. Then there is the hurt and sadness that Adam feels over
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Eve's distrust and accusation, which is followed by Eve's curiosity about Adam's mistress.
Finally, there is the relief they both feel at the end as, trust and love restored, the story
comes full circle and ends happily. That emotional roller coaster ride was the storyline.

The storyline is your protagonist’s emotional journey, or how they change inside. It
drives the characters emotionally, and it's what make them grow and seem more
appealing to the reader. Where plot is engine that keeps the story moving, the storyline is
the fuel that feeds that engine.

The purpose of a great storyline is to show the protagonist’s sensitivity and
vulnerability. If you create a character who treats women badly and can't commit to a
relationship, you've created a character that is not very likeable. However, show that the
same character was deeply in love and was extremely hurt in a previous relationship, and
you've shown his emotional sensitivity and vulnerability. That’s something that a reader
can relate to. It's something that makes them want to read on to see if the character can
learn to love again.

Once an author learns to master both plot and storyline, all else falls into place. The
plot becomes the stage where the characters physically act out their roles, while the
storyline moves the characters forward emotionally. Both are ways to have the reader
connect on an emotional level with the characters.

Grab your reader right away. Not in the second or third paragraph, but in the first or
second sentence, if possible. At the beginning of this article I say that Mary Lee didn't see
the knife in the rippers hand "at first". Those two words challenge the reader to ask
questions. What happened after she saw the knife, did she scream, was she killed, did she
get away? It's their curiosity that makes them want to read on.

Research has shown that readers will choose or reject a book within the first sixty
seconds of reading. Therefore, every chapter you write should grab the reader's attention
at the beginning, and make the reader want to go on to the next chapter at the end.

THE BELIEVABLE LIE

As writers, if we do our job well, the false reality we have created will be vivid and
clear to the reader. It will be as impactful as reality. Maybe even more so, because reality
is what it is, and a lie can alter that reality to be anything we want it to be.

After all, what is a fictional story but a bunch of words strung together by a writer?
The magic only happens when an author makes the reader forget, even for a little while,
that what they are reading is a lie.


