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Alessandra Harris   Fatal Flaw: Underwriting  
 
Words are the stuff of our worlds. Without words to translate into vivid images, actions, thought 
processes, emotions, settings, and more, none of those things can exist. So underwriting is 
actually as great a danger to a novelist as overwriting—perhaps even a greater one. 
      
Underwriting Error # 1          
Jumping to Conclusions 
 
Something big happens in the story, but the protagonist simply responds without showing the 
process of decision. 
 
Fix # 1: To remedy this, show the stages of change in mindset or attitude 

          
• The Rule of Three for Process 

      
If you’ve ever had to talk someone into doing something, you know that it often happens in 
stages. In fiction, it often happens in threes. 
      
You can use the Rule of Three to show the process your character goes through to reach a 
decision.  

      
Applying the Rule of Three might look like this:  

1. The first request for a change of mind, emotion, or action gets instant rebuff—a knee-jerk 
reaction.  

2. The second time, a character weighs the possibilities (dilemma) but still clings to her first 
response.  

3. Third time shows not only the decision to say yes or no to the request but also the 
emotional, mental, or physical reason for the decision. 

 
Example from Everything She Lost 

1) Page 23 
Deja reread her mom’s letter. 
      
Dearest Deja, 

      
I know words alone can’t make up for the pain and hurt I’ve caused you over the years. 
But I hope my actions can show you that I’ve changed and am sincere. I’m so sorry for 
my past behavior and will spend my life trying to make things right between us. Please, 
just give me a chance. 
      
Love, Kim (Mom)     
Deja wanted to tear the letter up the way she had Rodney’s stupid note, but for some 
reason, she folded it and returned it to the drawer. She couldn’t care less if her mom had 
stopped drinking and doubted it would last. She wanted nothing to do with that woman 
ever again and simply wanted to move on.     
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2). Page 118 
      
Deja’s phone rang over the Bluetooth, and she answered immediately. “I’m on my way, 
Raquel. Sorry.” 
      
“Deja, it’s Kim, I mean, Mom.” 
      
Deja’s jaw dropped. She’d been in such a hurry, she hadn’t even checked the phone 
number. 
      
“I know you said you didn’t want to hear from me again, and I understand why, but I 
hoped you’d give me another second.” 
      
Deja tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “I told you—”  
 
“I’m so sorry about everything. Please, one minute.” 
 
Coupled with the conversation she’d had with Nina, Deja’s re-solve faded at her mom’s 
sincere tone. “I’m running late to meet someone. You literally have a minute.” 
          
[conversation]  
     
Deja hung up, and before she could hold the tears in, she bawled uncontrollably. That 
was exactly why Deja didn’t want anything to do with her mom. There were too many 
memories she did not care to revisit.    
    

3). Page 179 
 

Deja left too and sulked back to the office. Rodney trying to find out what was 
going on would only further complicate her life. She was in over her head, and the 
best thing for her and Miles would be to leave the Bay Area altogether. Sure, 
she’d have to get another job and find somewhere else to live, but she couldn’t 
face the alternative of staying and having everything blow up in her face. Moving 
would provide a clean start for her and Miles, which she desperately needed. But 
she would only be able to go anywhere after she had the full fifty thousand 
dollars. 
      
She had to do something else before she left the area—to finally get something off 
her chest. She picked up the phone and dialed. “Mom, it’s me.” 
      
“Deja, it’s so good to hear from you.” 
      
“I need to see you. There’s something I need to tell you, and I want to do it face to 
face.” 
      
“Sure. Just tell me the time and place, and I’ll be there.” 
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“Same diner tomorrow at lunch. I’ll see you then.” 
The time had come for Deja to unload some of the burden she’d 
been carrying around for almost a decade. Maybe with a lighter load, she’d finally 
be able to move on. 
            

Underwriting Error # 2 
Not Telling the Whole Story 
               
Readers translate the words we write into images, feelings, and voices. If we don’t actually put 
those words on the page, there’s nothing to translate—nothing with which to bring our stories to 
life.           
         
It’s possible to underwrite setting, action, emotion, logic, and more. If we underwrite, the results 
can be so jarring that a reader is totally kicked out of the scene—or fails to enter it fully in the 
first place. 
      

Example of Underwritten Scene: 
 
 Nina couldn’t sleep, so she went to her closet, got out the bottle of alcohol, and stumbled 
upon old photographs.    
  
Fully Written scene from Everything She Lost:          
    

Nina’s bedroom curtains were shut tight, and all lights were off, yet her brain 
wouldn’t take the hint. A feeling like an electrical current raced through her body. 
Though it’d been over four hours since she’d dropped the girls off at school, she 
still couldn’t unwind. Getting out of bed, she trudged to the walk-in closet. She 
picked up her black shoebox, removed the lid, and extracted the bottle of 
Hennessey. She shouldn’t be drinking on her medication, but she didn’t care. 
Chugging the liquid, she winced as the alcohol burned its way down. After a 
pause, she had a few more swigs, determined to drink enough to ease the tension 
and help her relax. Of course, it was a bad idea, but it was the last one she had. 
      
Her gaze fell on the gray plastic storage bin in the corner. Don’t do it. But she 
knelt down and ducked under the shelf. Sitting cross- legged, she removed the lid 
and gently took out the pictures, handling them like each were worth a million 
dollars. And there he was: her brother, Isaiah. 

      
When a story is underwritten, everything suffers. POV is weaker; personality and perception 
don’t come through. Confusion reigns when it comes to action; settings are vague or even 
baffling. 
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Underwriting Error #3 
Underwriting Emotions     
      
You don’t want to name emotions: she was sad, mad, anxious. That’s pure telling. So writers 
find a way to show it. “Her eyes filled with tears.” Great, now we know she was sad. But there’s 
always more to sadness than just tears. Same applies to every other emotion. 
      
Explaining the why behind emotion and showing the emotion fully develops the idea. Let the 
reader understand what’s happening in your character’s brain that caused the emotion.  
   
Example from Everything She Lost: Anger 
  
      

Nina huffed, turning her back to him. “I’m tired, Rod.” 
      
“I am too, dammit,” he yelled. “Why do I have to beg my wife for money? 
What’s yours is mine, and what’s mine is yours, right?” 
      
Nina climbed out of bed and grabbed her pillow. “You’d have to actually have 
something in order to share it with me first.” She stormed out of the room. 
      
Nina’s trembling fingertips traced the wall down the pitch-black hall. She’d never 
been cruel to him before. She doubted her anger was all about the money either. 
After walking in on him nearly groping Deja in the kitchen, she’d had a sick 
feeling in her stomach she couldn’t get rid of. The chances of something going on 
between the two of them seemed pretty slim, but they’d initially developed a 
friendship while she was out of the picture, and Nina wondered if it was strictly 
platonic. She opened the linen closet and grabbed a blanket, her heart thudding in 
her chest. In the living room, she sank onto the couch. Regardless of the reason 
for her anger, she quickly regretted speaking to Rodney that way. She feared the 
repercussions. 

     
Feeling angry is just one of the many things Nina’s feeling in that moment, and it’s not even the 
most important. By digging down to the next layer of emotion, and then the next, the reader 
discovers more about Nina, her insecurity and worry, and that makes the reader want to continue 
reading to find out what happens in the future. 
 
Of course, you don’t want to write this much emotion into every scene. But when your character 
has an emotional reaction, don’t always just show us what happens on the outside. Instead, dig 
deep and show your reader what’s beneath the surface. 
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Ten Questions to Ask of Your Scenes to Determine If You’re Underwriting    
           
1) What is your protagonist’s goal for the book?   
 
2) What is the point of this scene? 
          
3) Where’s your opening hook and strong ending sentence? 
 
4) How much time has passed since last scene? 
 
5) Where is this scene taking place? 
     
6) What does this place look and feel like? 
               
7) What is your character feeling right now? 
     
8) Where’s the conflict? 
           
9) What is your character’s reaction? 
          
10) What is the natural, believable process of your character’s reaction? 
 


