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Course Description:  

In this workshop, participants will discuss several methods of approaching story structure 

for writing genre fiction. The workshop will focus on three critical components and show 

how different story structure methods build on these components in different ways or to 

different degrees. Three critical components of story are:  

1) Character  

2) Conflict  

3) Arc  

Topics to be discussed include: Theme, Protagonist, Antagonist, Romantic Interest, 

Worthy Goal, Conflict (External, Internal, Romantic), Incorrect Core Belief, Arc From 

Identity To Essence, Motivation For Goals. Finally, I will deconstruct a story in detail to 

illustrate story structure.  

About the Instructor: 

Virna DePaul is a former criminal prosecutor whose debut paranormal romantic suspense 

novel, Chosen By Blood (Book 1 in the Para-Ops series), came out May 3, 2011 by 

Berkley Books. Chosen By Fate (Book 2 in the Para-Ops series) came out October 4, 

2011. In addition, Virna writes contemporary romantic suspense for Harlequin Romantic 

Suspense (Dangerous To Her, September 2011) and HQN. Visit her at 

www.virndepaul.com.  

Virna teaches workshops for Savvy Authors (www.savvyauthors.com). She’s also 

presented her Big, Book High Concept workshop at the RWA National Conference 2010, 

and her Story Structure workshop at RWA National Conference 2011. She is the co-

author of the craft book: Love Writing: A Guide To Writing and Getting Your Romance 

Novel Published (Without Losing Your Perspective, Passion or Sanity). 

 

 

http://www.virndepaul.com/
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Lesson 1: Story Structure Triad, Aristotle's Story Structure 

 

Over the course of this class, we are going to discuss several methods of approaching 

story structure for writing genre fiction. Each of these methods, however, have three 

critical components and simply build on these components in different ways or to 

different degrees. 

 

Three critical components of story are: 

1) Character 

2) Conflict 

3) Arc 

 

Each of these components are weaved throughout the entire story, but each plays 

a particularly important role in a different stage of the story. The three 

stages of the story are: 

1) Beginning/Set-Up 

2) Middle/Complications 

3) End/Resolution 

 

Character will play a part in the Set Up, Complications, and Resolution, but 

Character is MOST concentrated in the Beginning or Set-Up. 

 

Conflict will play a part in the Set Up, Complications, and Resolution, but 

Conflict is MOST concentrated in the Middle or Complications. 

 

Arc will play a part in the Set Up, Complications, and Resolution, but Arc is 

MOST concentrated in the End or Resolution. 
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Let's look at each of these components one at a time. 

 

Character – Beginning - Set Up 

 

The main character of your story is your protagonist. The Beginning/Set-Up 

prepares the reader for the rest of the story by introducing her to the  protagonist. This 

also includes letting us know what the protagonist's  "problem" is. 

 

Conflict – Middle – Complications 

 

The Middle/Complications focuses on taking the problem you introduced in the 

beginning and upping the stakes; ie., making things more dangerous or difficult for the 

protagonist. This happens with both the protagonist and the antagonist being in motion, 

each responding to the other. 

 

Arc – End – Resolution 

 

At the end, you show the resolution of the protagonist's problem.  Specifically, you show 

how the character you started with at the beginning, by dealing with all the conflict in the 

end, achieves ARC at the end of the story. 

 

This is story structure in its most basic form. It is consistent with the way the ancient 

philosopher Aristotle dissected narrative structure. 

 

According to Aristotle, stories needed three components 

1) Imitation 

2) Error 

3) Catharsis 
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Imitation occurs when a story's characters, through dialogue, actions, and internal 

narrative, make the story plot believable. It allows the reader to relate to what is 

happening. 

 

Error refers to the protagonist's flaw, which again allows the reader  

to relate to him, but also justifies the protagonist embarking on  

the adventure of the story. The protagonist's error or flaw is going  

to continue to affect him and his actions throughout the story, especially 

as he interacts with the antagonist, the character trying to stop him from 

achieving his story goal/solving his problem. 

 

Catharsis comes as a result of imitation and error. Catharsis is experienced 

when the reader is able to release her pity, emotion, terror, etc for the 

protagonist and walk away feeling refreshed. 

 

See how everything is interweaving? 

 

Character plays a large part in the Beginning/Set-Up, providing the reader with 

Imitation. 

 

Conflict plays a large part in the Middle/Complications, providing the reader 

with Error. 

 

Arc plays a large part in the End/Resolution, providing the reader with 

Catharsis. 

 

Of course, as I indicated above, Character, Conflict, and Arc are used throughout the 

story. Likewise, the Set Up, Complications and Arc serve multiple purposes. 
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The Beginning of a story does more than simply focus on the Characters. It gives 

the reader knowledge. Exposition and back story of the character should provide 

the reader with the tone of the story and enable them to identify the story  

genre. If it's a comedy, they should laugh. If it's a thriller or  

suspense, they should get a sense of tension. If it's a romance, they 

should get a sense of the character's need for love. 

 

The Middle of a story does more than simply focus on the Conflicts. It focuses 

on how the characters respond to conflict they encounter and slowly begin to 

change. Of course, the change is not consistently favorable change as this would 

create no interest for the reader. Instead, the plot uses certain points to 

bring characters from small success to small failures, and from their greatest 

successes to almost all is lost failure. 

 

And the Ending of a story does more than simply focus on Arc. That is, it 

indicates not only how the protagonist has changed, but how this change has 

effected his or her life. In the case of romance, it is always for the better. 

The Ending also indicates what happened to the antagonist and other secondary 

characters in the story. 

 

So, in a story, everything ebbs and flows, acts, interacts, and reacts, mixes 

and mingles. 

 

Nonetheless, by keeping the "rules of three" discussed above (Character;  

Conflict; Arc – Beginning; Middle; End – Set Up; Complications; Resolution – 

Imitation; Error; Catharsis) in mind, you can focus your writing and ask 
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yourself whether you're allowing your reader to experience what she  

should when she should. 

 

Assignment 1 

 

As we're starting out with the simple and basic in our lesson, we're 

going to do the same with this assignment. My intent for this class is 

to take these basic elements and build on them. As the story structure methods 

become more complex, the assignments will follow along, but I want to 

continually emphasize that we'll always be building on the simple  

foundation explained in Lesson 1. That's your go-to place if you ever 

become overwhelmed or frustrated with your story. Make sense? If not, ASK 

questions.    

 

1. Identify your protagonist (main character), what makes him/her relatable to 

the reader, and what his/her main "problem" is (it can be more than  

one). Think in terms of concrete problems, but also what gets in the way of 

the protagonist being emotionally fulfilled/happy. 

 

2. Identify who is the cause or potential cause for your protagonist's  

problems. 

 

3. Identify what would need to happen in order for the protagonist to solve 

these problems/defeat the source of his problems. 
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Example: 

 

1. Joe Smith is kind to animals and children. He is being targeted by a hit man 

and multiple attempts have been made on his life. Because he trusts no one, he 

is a loner who is lonely, longing for friendship and love. 

 

2. The main source of his problems are the hit man and himself (his inability to 

trust and allow himself to let others in) 

 

3. Joe Smith needs to either convince the hit man not to kill him or eliminate 

the hit man. He needs to trust and let others in. 

 

Lesson 2: Theme, Protagonist, Antagonist, Romantic Interest, 

Worthy Goal, Conflict (External, Internal, Romantic), Incorrect 

Core Belief, Arc From Identity To Essence 

 

Today we're going to build on the concept that every story structure 

method is going to incorporate: 1. Character 2. Conflict 3. Arc 

 

It's fair to say then that these are the critical components of a story's plot. 

 

It's at a minimum what is needed to take us from how a character is at 

the beginning of a story to how she is at the end of the story. 

 

Your plot results from your character repeatedly acting in response to conflict 

and growing because of it. 

 



Story Structure                                                                      Virna DePaul 
March 2012 

 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177  

of the Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

Your theme is your conclusion about life that is proven by your plot. For 

example, if your theme is that in order to be happy, one needs to balance duty 

with desire, then you will show how this is true because throughout your story, 

your character comes to learn this lesson, act accordingly, and reap great 

benefits as a result. 

 

You can also sometimes show how NOT living consistently with your theme causes 

problems for the character. 

 

The character has problems in the first place in part because 

he isn't living the truth of your theme. 

 

Conflict that prods your character to act time and again makes for a more 

believable and engaging story. Conflict motivates character growth because it 

motivates not only action, but reaction, introspection, exploration and 

adaptation. Conflict has the most meaning when it illustrates the emotional 

growth of your characters (or lack of growth, which is often the case with an 

antagonist). 

 

To show this growth then, you must have: 

1) not just character, but a character needing to grow who finally has a 

compelling enough reason/problem to take action and start her journey; 

2) not just conflict, but a character who experiences action-inducing conflict 

again and again; and 

3) a character who as a result of experiencing action-inducing conflict, grows 

(or, in other words, arcs) in such a way that it proves the message of your 

theme. 
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This brings us full circle to the rule of three we started with  

(character, conflict, arc). 

 

Let's break these components down even more: 

 

CHARACTER: Identifying Major Characters 

 

Protagonist 

Every story has a protagonist because every story is "owned" by one of  

the main characters. It is the character that is trying to achieve 

something in your story, and the person who grows and changes the most because 

of the events of the story. 

This person's life is not perfect, even if he/she thinks it is. 

At the very beginning of the story, something is going to happen to shake 

up the protagonist's world. 

 

Antagonist 

Every story also has an antagonist. This is the person, thing, or situation that 

creates the initial conflict resulting in the Inciting Incident. The antagonist 

forces the protagonist into action towards a particular goal (usually not in a 

positive way), but then the antagonist continues to act in order to prevent the 

protagonist from getting what he wants. 

 

Romantic Interest 

A romance always has a character that serves as your protagonist's  

romantic interest. This person is always going to be a kind of  

"romantic antag. for the protagonist. Otherwise, there would be no  
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suspense to the romantic plot. This is why the romantic interest is usually 

the worst romantic partner for the protagonist. She will represent what the 

protagonist both secretly wants and fears most. Usually this person has the 

ability to provide the protagonist what he needs in his life to be whole. 

 

CONFLICT: 

 

What Is Conflict? 

Conflict is two forces in opposition. It challenges your characters and your 

readers are initially happiest when? 

When your characters are challenged. Why? Because they don't know  

what's going to happen next. It's the unknown possibilities that are 

exciting and engaging. 

 

In a romance, there are three types of conflict that a character faces. 

(If you are not writing romance, you simply wouldn't have the romantic  

conflict, but you would still have the internal and external conflict) 

 

Conflict can be: 

• Internal Conflict: Emotional or internal struggles. This tells us  

how the character feels about a particular situation, belief, or 

compulsion, but often impacts how the character behaves. Therefore, a  

character's internal struggles can drive the plot; 

• External Conflict: Situational or external struggles. Obviously, a  

character will outwardly react (or maybe consciously fail to act) in 

response to External Conflict. However, once again, how a character reacts to 

External Conflict often gives us insight into that character's  
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emotional state or personality traits. Both External and Internal 

Conflict drive the character growth resulting in Character Arc; and 

• Romantic Conflict: Romantic struggles. These are both external and 

internal struggles that directly impact a romantic relationship, drive character 

growth, and impact the external plot. 

 

The Importance Of A Worthy Goal In Developing Conflict: 

 

The first step to creating action-inducing conflict (be it in the form of 

External or Internal Conflict) is to make your character want something worth 

acting for. The thing that this character wants is his goal. 

 

There are different types of goals in a story. There are the  

character's initial conscious goals and the character's end conscious  

goals (each of these are things he knowingly wants, either at the  

beginning or end of the story). These are external goals. 

Then there are your character's subconscious goals—the ones stemming from 

his subconscious needs (internal goals). This is usually referred to as  

the character's story goal because it is the goal that you, the  

writer, have in store for him at the end of the story. Sometimes it may be a 

secret wish, something he longs for but fights or doesn't think he can 

have. (Note: just as one can have subconscious goals, one can work 

subconsciously to get them, too. Moreover, people can subconsciously act to 

defeat themselves and preserve their internal conflict). Nevertheless, to be 

well-formed, a character needs both external and internal goals that intertwine. 
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Okay, so in order to create action-inducing conflict, let's start with the  

easiest type of goal, the character's conscious, external goal. This 

external goal needs to be a specific, tangible and concrete goal so the reader 

and the character can clearly know if and when he has achieved it. The external 

goal focuses the action and keeps the story moving forward, even if the  

goal changes or the character's plans to achieve the goal change. In 

fact, if the character is going to change throughout the story (and we already 

know we want this Character Arc), then it makes sense that his external goal is 

going to change, too. 

 

As the character acts to get his external story goal and the conflict he 

encounters escalates, he will respond to the conflict (prompting more action), 

and his external goal should change or his plan to achieve his external story 

goal should change (prompting yet more action). 

So, why do we need to add an internal subconscious goal (that the character  

isn't initially aware of but the reader is)? Because it's a vehicle  

for showing maximum character growth. 

 

It's human nature to: 1) be complacent and not take risks;; and 2)  

go after something only when forced and, even then, to choose the 

easiest and safest thing to obtain. We try to avoid going after the things we 

need most because often they are also the things we fear most. We'll  

only acknowledge and go after them when pressed. 

Let's expand on this. 

 

An internal goal/subconscious need is often based on the character's  

greatest fear, a belief system he or she has taken on about the  
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world. False beliefs usually develop from a character's back  

story/shadow and often affect the way a person presents himself to others. 

Screenwriter Michael Hague refers to a false belief about the world as an 

Incorrect Core Belief, which makes person act out of Identity (a mask) rather 

than Essence (his true self). Ironically, a character's Incorrect Core  

Belief also drives the character's actions through Internal Conflict--he 

longs for the very thing he fears most, even if it's a subconscious  

longing. (You can show the reader the Internal Conflict even if the  

character isn't aware of it. This is what allows the reader to know 

the character is capable of changing.) 

 

It makes sense, then, that your character is going to go after his  

most obvious goal first. He's going to go after that goal because 

something external in the plot (the Inciting Incident) forces him to act, not 

necessarily because the character knows something in his life needs fixing 

(remember, human beings are naturally complacent and resistant to change). 

 

If your character was enlightened enough to go after his most basic, 

subconscious need at the beginning of the story, he wouldn't show much  

growth in the story, would he? Nor would he draw readers in and make them root 

for his success. The story journey is what makes him face his fear and go after 

what he really needs. Put more concisely, if the story begins with the character 

wanting a concrete, external goal and you want to show the character changed, 

then the story should naturally end with him wanting a different goal. Usually,  

this turns out to be the character's subconscious, internal goal  

(whether manifested by an external object or not), i.e., his story goal. 
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To summarize so far, let's work backward: 

 

You have a character who gets his goal at the end of your story (this is his 

story goal or subconscious internal goal, which satisfies his subconscious 

needs, but can also be manifested by an external object). 

 

This goal is likely not the same goal he started the story with (this was his 

concrete external goal). 

 

The reason his goal changed is because he encountered action-inducing conflict 

that made him change his goal or modify his plan for getting his goal. This 

caused him to grow as a person. 

 

From the beginning of the story, the reader suspected your character had the 

capacity to change and was willing to see that change because there was 

something the reader liked about your character or found relatable. 

 

The fact that your character gets his goal (the goal that gives him what you, 

the writer, knows he really needs) satisfies the reader's expectations. The 

fact that your character is better off for having obtained this goal 

rather than his original goal should once again prove your Theme. 

 

EXAMPLE: In my paranormal romantic suspense series, I created a world in 

which Humans had warred with Otherborn (non-human creatures including vampires, 

weres, and felines). Vampires are immortal but essentially wasting away due to a 

vaccine the U.S. created during the war. In effect, the vaccine changes the 

properties of human blood so that it can no longer nourish vampires. 
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In the first book, the hero is the leader of the largest vamp clan in the United 

States. His conscious external goal at the beginning of the story is to marry a 

female vampire in order to insure the survival of his race. 

 

When he is offered the chance to lead an F.B.I. team made up of Otherborn and go 

after the vampire antidote, this puts him in close proximity with the heroine, a 

human. As a result of conflict he encounters, his immediate goal changes. 

 

In addition to finding the antidote, his goal becomes to keep the heroine close 

to him and insure her sexual surrender. However, he still plans to marry a 

vampire. At the end of the story, as a result of the escalating conflict he's  

encountered, his goal has become to marry the human female, something  

that requires balancing his duty to his people with his own desires. This is 

because his subconscious, internal goal (his story goal) is to find true love 

and happiness. 

 

The events in the story and the ending of the book prove my Theme: In order to 

live a fulfilled life, one must balance duty with desire. 

 

Assignment 2 

 

Focusing on your protagonist, please answer these questions: 

 

Because of how your character grew up or what your character experienced 

(specify here:____________________), your character has the following flawed 

views about the world/other people/his or her own value or worth: 
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What your character secretly fears most is: As such, because of these 

flawed views and fears, your character acts like this on the outside: On the 

inside, your character is really like this: What your character 

secretly/really wants most is: 

Based on where your character is at the beginning of the story and where you 

want him to be at the end of the story, form a thematic message: In order to be 

happy, one must _____________ and not ________________. For example, in order to 

be happy, one must balance duty with desire and not sacrifice his own passions 

for another person. 

At the very beginning of the story, (because he doesn't live by your 

theme) this is how your character lives (pinpoint the things that are 

significant to the fact that he/she is not living by the message of your theme): 

Whether your character knows it or not, several things in his/her world need 

fixing, including: 

Then something happens (specify what: ____________________). This forces him/her 

to adopt an external goal: 

His/her initial plan to achieve the goal is: His/her motivation is: 

 

Lesson 3: Five Act Structure, Bob Mayer's Narrative Structure, III Act 

Structure  

(Act I), Internal Conflict/Incorrect Core Belief, Arc From Identity To Essence 

 

Getting To The Inciting Incident Of Your Story 

 

In Assignment 2, we`ve been exploring your character's back story and the 

"thing/situation" that gets him/her started on the story journey. 

 

Today, I want to briefly touch on how this "thing/situation" commonly referred 
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to as the "inciting incident" is handled in a variety of different story 

structures. Also, I want to point out differing thoughts on where a story should 

start: with a "set-up"/look into the character`s ordinary world or with the 

inciting incident itself. 

Note that each of these story structures still incorporates as its major 

components the triad that we had talked about in Lesson 1: 

Character—Conflict—Arc 

 

FIVE ACT STRUCTURE: In this structure, drama is divided into five parts, 

or acts, which some refer to as a dramatic arc: exposition, rising action, 

climax, falling action, and dénouement. 

The exposition is the introduction of the story. It provides the background on 

the protagonist, the antagonist, the basic conflict, and the setting. It ends 

with the inciting moment, which is the "thing/situation" that sets the remainder 

of the story in motion. 

This structure is often criticized by those who believe exposition and the 

background of the character should be sprinkled throughout the story and not 

artificially set up at the beginning in an "obvious" way. 

 

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE AS TAUGHT BY BOB MAYER: 

• INCITING INCIDENT  

• ESCALATING COMPLICATIONS 

• CRISIS  

• CLIMAX  

• RESOLUTION 
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Both Bob Mayer and Jennifer Crusie start the narrative structure at the Inciting 

Incident—that is, the time the trouble starts and the situation that sets up the 

protagonist`s external goal. Jennifer Crusie strongly believes that this is the 

way to hook the reader. The story starts with the problem because that is the 

basis for the central Story Question—will the protagonist defeat the antagonist 

and get his story goal? The story ends when the problem is solved; that is, 

after the central Story Question is answered. 

 

Other people believe that establishing the character's Ordinary World, as 

advocated by the Three Act Structure (below), allows the writer to establish the 

reasons why the Inciting Incident is going to drive the character toward certain 

actions. For example, in their Break Into Fiction® plotting workshop, Mary 

Buckham and Dianna Love start their Break Into Fiction® method of plotting with 

the Everyday World. This is the method they prefer because, as the Break Into 

Fiction®: 11 Steps to Building a Story that Sells book clarifies, the Everyday 

World provides a reference point for the reader to see the overall change and 

contrast in the protagonist`s character by the end of the story, after the 

series of story events have impacted and created character growth. However, as 

Mary also warns, providing a set-up needs to be as tight and relevant as 

possible. And the story still needs to start with a strong hook that makes the 

reader want to read more. Thus, if a prologue is used, it needs to be compelling 

and not just a tool for dumping in back story (commonly called an "information 

dump" or "back story dump"). 

 

 

 

 



Story Structure                                                                      Virna DePaul 
March 2012 

 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177  

of the Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

THREE ACT STRUCTURE: 

In this structure, story is divided into three parts, which make up six stages 

and have various turning points between them. Focusing on just the first act 

here, it looks like this: 

 

ACT I  

• STAGE 1: SET UP/VIEW INTO THE PROTAGONIST`S ORDINARY WORLD  

• Turing Point 1: (OPPORTUNITY FORCES CHARACTER INTO ACTION AND 

STARTS 

CONFLICT)  

• STAGE 2: PROGRESS  

• Turning Point 2: (SOMETHING UNEXPECTED HAPPENS, LIKELY THE FIRST 

DEFEAT, 

RESULTS IN CHANGE OF PLANS OR GOAL) 

 

Whether you spend a lot of time on the set up or not, what is critical is to be 

able to reveal your character to the reader throughout the story, but 

particularly at the beginning in order to catch the reader`s attention. You want 

to be able to reveal who your character IS, and that includes how your character 

has been shaped/hurt/prejudiced by his or her past, how that impacts how he acts 

or fails to act (despite all the external conflict being thrown at him, this is 

the true core of his/her problems), and how the progression of the story and the 

conflict she encounters helps him to change. 

 

INTERNAL CONFLICT is often evident in the formation of an Incorrect Core Belief, a 

broad and general conclusion about life formed either from a character`s shadow/back 

story or a specific experience. These beliefs can be based on something they saw in 

childhood, experienced themselves, or even know about another person. 
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For example, a hero who was neglected by his emotionally distant mother may form 

the Incorrect Core Belief that any woman who wants a career would be a selfish, 

uncaring mother. A heroine who was repeatedly cheated on may form the Incorrect 

Core Belief that entertainers are incapable of being faithful. The broader a 

belief is, the harder it is to break down, because in some ways it can be proven 

true. According to the teachings of screenwriter Michael Hague, a person acting 

out of an Incorrect Core Belief is said to be acting out of Identity because he 

is presenting a mask to the world. 

 

In the Internal Conflict portion of the Three Act Structure, characters 

initially act out of Identity. In acting out of Identity, they usually confirm 

each other`s Incorrect Core Beliefs. However, as the exterior plot progresses 

and the characters are forced to act (and change), they begin to reveal more and 

more of their true selves (Essence). When they get scared, they retreat behind 

their masks. And the process repeats itself. As such, scenes should reflect the 

breakdown of your characters' Incorrect Core Beliefs, but also their 

backsliding. 

 

Think of it this way: you want your character to wind up somewhere at the end of 

your novel because they have a lesson to learn. The beginning of your story is 

about having them RESIST, RESIST, RESIST change because they want to remain 

emotionally safe. It`s the conflict you throw at her during the story journey 

that is going to FORCE her to change. 

 

NOTE: 

It is not necessary to begin your novel with a character that has had a 

disastrous or traumatized upbringing, but you do need that character to be 
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operating under some kind of flawed belief system based on something he/she has 

encountered. If it's just one thing that happened to her (ie, she was cheated on 

so she thinks she can`t trust men),this makes her internal conflict easier to 

break down. The harder her flawed belief is ingrained in her, the tougher her 

journey toward change is going to be, and the more intense/greater number of 

conflicts you will have to thrust upon her in order to make her change. It just 

depends on how easily you want the character to be able resist before she 

changes. 

 

Assignment #3 

Think about where you've started your story and answer these questions: 

1. Did you start with a bit of set up, or did you jump right into the inciting 

incident? 

2. Is the internal conflict you've set up for your character something that is 

deeply ingrained or will it be fairly easy for her to change her belief system? 

3. Is this answer consistent with the amount and type of conflict you are going 

to have her face? 

 

Lesson 4: III Act Structure (Act II), Conflict and Complications, Motivation 

For Goals 

 

Hi everyone! 

 

So far, we`ve discussed the character-heavy set-up of story structure up to the 

Inciting Incident. This is the portion of the story where you introduce the main 

characters, their backstory and inner conflict, and the external conflict. We`ve 

also explored what your character`s goal is as a result of the inciting 

incident, as well as what her first act is towards achieving this goal. 
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To Aristotle, this is Imitation (relating to the character). In the Five 

Act Structure, this is Exposition. In Three Act Structure, it`s ACT I 

(Stage 1 and Turning Point 1.) 

Next, we`re going to explore the second part of the story structure triad: 

CONFLICT 

 

To Aristotle, this is Error (where the character`s flaws keep pushing up against 

the conflict he experiences and little by little forces him to change. In 

the Five Act Structure, this is Rising Action and Climax. In Three Act 

Structure, this is Stage 2 through Stage 5. 

For illustration purposes, here is how the Three Act Structure is broken down: 

 

ACT I  

• STAGE 1: SET UP/VIEW INTO THE PROTAGONIST`S ORDINARY WORLD  

• Turing Point 1: (OPPORTUNITY FORCES CHARACTER INTO ACTION AND 

STARTS 

CONFLICT)  

• STAGE 2: PROGRESS  

• Turning Point 2: (SOMETHING UNEXPECTED HAPPENS, LIKELY THE FIRST 

DEFEAT, 

RESULTS IN CHANGE OF PLANS OR GOAL) 

 

ACT II  

• STAGE 3: INCREASED COMPLICATIONS  

• Turing Point 3: (GREATER SETBACK RESULTS IN CHARACTER`S FULL 

COMMITMENT AND TO 

POINT OF NO RETURN)  
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• STAGE 4: FINAL PUSH; PROTAGONIST APPEARS TO BE LOSING  

• Turning Point 4: (MAJOR SET BACK THAT RESULTS IN THE BLACK MOMENT) 

 

ACT III  

• STAGE 5: REALIZATION/AFTERMATH 

• Turning Point 5: (CLIMAX)  

• STAGE 6: RESOLUTION 

 

Obviously, the Conflict/Complications portion of the story is the largest, 

meatiest, part of the story. It is where the bulk of the action and character 

growth occurs. 

 

Remember, this is looking at not just any conflict, but action-inducing 

conflict. In the last assignment, we discussed how it`s human nature to RESIST, 

RESIST, RESIST change. However, because your character has a goal, she is going 

to encounter conflict which will force her to change. However, you want the 

conflict to be ongoing and constantly escalating. As such, what is necessary to 

keep your character acting and thus experiencing this conflict over and over 

again instead of quitting and giving up? 

 

Give the character a realistic and compelling motivation to 

achieve his goals. 

 

Characters should be motivated by something visceral, emotional, and urgent 

(otherwise it would be too easy for them to give up the goal). 

 

You also need to establish urgency. It won`t help your pacing if your 
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character`s need isn`t immediate. Ask yourself why your character needs his 

goal, when he needs it, and why something else won`t work. If the character 

needs money, what does he need it for and why so soon? 

 

Try to establish some kind of dire consequence if the character does not get his 

goal. This is called stakes. The higher the stakes, the more urgent the goal, 

and the more likely the character will act, sometimes unpredictably and 

unreasonably (i.e., out of character for him and his usual fears), to get his 

goal. 

 

Make your goal personal to your character. Think of reasons why it has to be him 

or her going after the goal instead of someone else. 

 

At some point, the actual goal becomes less important than a character`s growth 

in trying to achieve the goal. You create high stakes and make the conflict 

personal by making sure something the protagonist and the antagonist feels an 

attachment to and cares for is on the line. The stronger you make the conflict, 

the more hell you put your character through, the more significant the 

character`s triumph will be and the more intense the reader`s feeling of 

catharsis will be experienced. 

 

Finally, don`t forget that while your character`s flawed beliefs are causing 

inner conflict and affecting his behavior, the person that is going to be 

causing the main external conflict for your character is the antagonist. Make 

sure that the antagonist also has a worthy goal and motivation, and that the 

protagonist is going to be getting in his way, as well. 
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Assignment 4 

 

You should have already determined your character`s beginning goal and the first 

thing he/she does towards that goal. Now, answer the following questions: 

 

Whatever your character is doing to get his/her goal causes problems for the 

ANTAGONIST because: 

 

This is how the ANTAGONIST responds: 

 

Of course, this in turn causes problems for your character. How? 

 

As a result, your character has this realization ____________________ and 

decides to modify his/her plans by doing ____________________ in order to 

achieve his/her goal. 

 

This forces your character to grow a little by ____________________ or his/her 

refusal to grow affects him or her this way: 

 

What other stuff can be happening at this time? 

 

At some time, HERO AND HEROINE meet when: 

 

They are attracted to one another. However, HERO AND HEROINE`S ROMANTIC 

CONFLICTS (which are ____________________ (Internal) and 

____________________(External)) cause them to pull away or resist one another. 
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Nonetheless, because of ____________________ they must still be around one 

another. 

 

How can you show your character acting consistently with his incorrect core 

beliefs/fears while still making sure you hint at who your character really is. 

 

How can your other characters challenge or exploit your character`s fears and 

incorrect core beliefs? 

 

How can your character respond? 

 

Now, do it again...    

 

Despite (or because of) obstacles caused by the ANTAGONIST, your character`s 

goal at this point is: 

 

His/her plan to achieve the goal is: 

 

His/her motivation is: 

 

This is what your character does to achieve the goal: 

 

This also happens: 

 

In the meantime, your character`s actions ____________________ cause problems 

for ANTAGONIST who responds by: 
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Of course, this in turn causes problems for your character because: Repeat 

Stage 3 if necessary. What other stuff can be happening at this 

time? At the same time, HERO AND HEROINE are still attracted to one 

another. Unfortunately, this ____________________ still keeps them apart. 

 

Despite this, they still manage to get closer when: Invariably, your 

character begins to reveal more and more of who your character really is on the 

inside by: 

 

However, because your character is still mistrustful/scared, your character 

continues to act out on his/her flawed views and fears by: 

 

How can your other characters challenge or exploit your character`s fears and 

incorrect core beliefs? How can your character respond? 

 

Lesson 5: Turning Points, Black Moment 

In the last lesson, we focused on escalating conflict in our story. Conflict escalates and 

escalates until your character hits upon the story's BLACK MOMENT--that is, the worst 

possible thing that can happen for him. Then, strangely enough, it is from this lowest of 

low points that your character will gather the strength that will enable him to make all the 

changes that he's undergone throughout the story permanent so he can defeat the 

antagonist in the CLIMAX.  

In terms of structure, BLACK MOMENT AND CLIMAX are specific elements in Three 

Act Structure. In fact, they are what are called "Turning Points," something I've glossed 

over up until now. (Climax is an element of Five Act Structure, and Narrative Structure 

as taught by Bob Mayer, as well.) Now that we've discussed escalating conflict, however, 

let's turn to turning points since this is where your escalating conflict is going to lead 

you...  
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Turning Points are the major events in your plot that take the story in an unexpected 

direction. Of course, what direction is a result of what has happened before hand.  

Turning Points are an essential element of Three Act Structure and serve a very important 

purpose. Turning Points are what keep the reader interested in your book because they 

redirect the plot/character’s action and promote character development. Turning Points 

hold up the sagging middle of your story.  

Jennifer Crusie describes Turning Points as “mini-climaxes”– She also explains that story 

can be visualized as a clothesline, with a beginning and an ending, but a middle that sags 

the more laundry you hang on it. However, if you are able to stabilize that middle at 

certain points, the whole laundry line will be kept taut and will be able to support more of 

what you place on it.  

Mary Buckham and Dianna Love describe Turning Points as “twist points”– They “twist” 

the character into taking an action and, due to that action being taken, the protagonist will 

be changed from that point forward. The twist points create the catalyst for character 

growth– because at each point, the character has the chance to turn back, but doesn’t. 

Instead, he acts, which affects change and growth. With every new twist point, it will be 

harder for that growth to unravel at the end when the character is faced with the Black 

Moment or Climax. As each of the twist points occur, there is more to lose for the 

protagonist because of the growth that has happened.  

TP 1: The first Turning Point is the one that takes the character from his Ordinary World. 

It is the Inciting Incident that forces the character to act in a way he normally wouldn’t 

have.  

As the character focuses on getting his external goals, outside forces start to promote 

change in him. With this change, the character will start to slowly reveal who he is, only 

to face a new conflict.  

TP 2: In Turning Point two, the conflict escalates and something unexpected happens that 

drives the character to modify his goal or plan, as well as reveal even more about himself.  

TP 3: The Midpoint (the twist in the story that comes in the middle of the book, or at 

Turning Point three) is the point in the story where the character’s decision not to walk 

away changes everything. This is the “point of no return.” It is the 180-degree turn that 

takes the character on a new route. It is through his response to this change that the 
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greatest growth will occur, but the change will not be complete. His resolve to change 

completely will be tested one more time.  

TP 4: Conflict is at its highest at Turning Point four (the Black Moment). At this moment, 

the character’s worst fears come true and he retreats back behind his mask (Identity) for a 

time. However, because the character has been strengthened by his story journey, he 

actually learns something from the Black Moment and comes to some greater realization. 

This realization allows him to face his greatest fear in an external way (the Climax). As a 

result, the character sheds his wounds and Incorrect Core Beliefs forever and wins his 

happy ending.  

TP 5: As indicated above, the Climax is the Turning Point where the antagonist and 

protagonist are both on the page and only one can win. It has been the author’s 

destination all along. Its purpose is to cement the change that the protagonist has been 

making thus far, and to insure his final transformation. The Climax often mirrors the 

opening scene in some way in order to provide an image of how the protagonist and his 

world has changed from the beginning of the book. 

Assignment 4  

Okay, so now that we’ve identified the key turning points in Story, see if you can identify 

the events in your story that would best describe each of the turning points. If you haven't 

written those scenes yet, brainstorm some possible ones.  

Lesson 6: Story Question, Theme, III Act Structure (Act III), Resolution 

 

Did you know? The way your book ends answers your Story Question and proves your 

Theme? 

 

Every story has a question. The story question of a commercial/genre fiction 

novel is: Does the protagonist defeat the antagonist and achieve his story goal? 

However, simply because a romance requires a happy ending, and the hero and 

heroine are together at the end of the story, does not mean that the protagonist 

achieved his or her initial external goal. 
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Remember, the protagonist can achieve an external goal, but he doesn`t have to. 

Sometimes, a happy ending requires that the protagonist fail to get his external 

goal completely and instead get something better. In most cases, he will have 

realized in the course of the story that his original goal wasn`t what he really 

wanted- i.e., not in alignment with his internal need, which he will recognize 

is more valuable. 

 

Whether or not he gets his external goal, however, the point is that, in order 

to fully satisfy the reader, the story does not stop at the end of the Climax, 

when the protagonist defeats the antagonist. Just as setting up the Ordinary 

World in the beginning gives us something to measure the character`s flaws and 

needs by, showing the final impact of the protagonist`s journey gives us 

something to measure his transformation by. Remember that the change the 

protagonist goes through in the book is what makes it possible for him or her to 

defeat the antagonist in the climax. If he had to face the antagonist at the 

beginning, he wouldn't have been able to because of his fatal flaw/back story, 

etc... 

 

Resolution is Arc in our story triad. Aristotle called it Catharsis. 

 

It is the Denouement in Five Act Structure. The dénouement comprises events 

between the falling action and the actual ending scene of the drama or narrative 

and thus serves as the conclusion of the story. Conflicts are resolved, creating 

normality for the characters and a sense of catharsis, or release of tension and 

anxiety, for the reader. 

 

In Three Act Structure, resolution looks like this. 
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STAGE 6: RESOLUTION 

The character FULLY reveals who she is and WINS. 

The protagonist has faced off with the antagonist and WINS. 

The character RISKS ALL for love and WINS (if you're writing a romance) The 

protagonist`s life is changed for the better. 

 

The reason your protagonist is able to achieve his happy ending is because he 

changed enough in the story to earn it, but more importantly his change proved 

your Theme true. For example, it was because my protagonist in Chosen By Blood 

learned to balance duty with desire that he was able to save his clan and win 

over the heroine. 

 

Assignment 6 

 

1. Think of how you want your character to be different at the end of the story 

than he/she was at the beginning. Think about how this can be manifested both by 

beliefs but also behavior, how she dresses, the world she lives in, etc. 

 

2. With respect to your antagonist, how has his failure to grow resulted in his 

defeat? How has his failure to adopt your thematic assertion defeated him? 

 

Lesson #7 Story Structure 

So far we’ve talked about story structure, predominantly three act structure 

(because it subsumes the simpler story structures we’ve discussed), from set 

up to resolution. You’ve completed assignments specific to your own story. 

Now, I want to deconstruct story structure in a published plot. Seeing how 
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it’s done in a completed story will hopefully solidify the principles we’ve 

discussed and allow you to target any areas you need clarification on. 

 

We’re analyzing You Only Love Twice (YOLT; 2006 by Warner Books) by Lori 

Wilde. YOLT is a lighter romantic suspense. 

 

BACK COVER BLURB FOR YOU ONLY LOVE TWICE: 

 

"Comic-book heroine Angelina Avenger battles dastardly criminals and alien 

invasions. But her creator Marlie Montague’s life isn’t as exciting...until 

Marlie opens the front door and finds the business end of a pistol pointed right 

at her. Her plan: to channel Angelina fast! Recruiting her new next-door 

neighbor who looks like a rock-hard action hero, couldn’t hurt either... 

 

The last thing Navy Secret agent Joel Hunter expected on this surveillance gig 

was a luscious brunette bursting through his window. Now he and Marlie are 

blowing the doors off a full-blown conspiracy with more double agents than a 

Bond flick. But in between shootouts and squealing tires, the mystery that is 

Marlie is making Joel’s heart go thump thump thump. Is she a femme fatale or 

an endearing bookworm? And how does she leave him both shaken and stirred?" 

 

CHARACTERS 

 Marlie Montague  -  heroine/protagonist 

 Joel Hunter  -  hero/romantic antagonist 

 Unidentified Gunman/Abel Johnson -  external antagonist/Gus’s assistant 

 Chet Delaney - external antagonist, Joel’s ex-father-in-law 

 Augustus Hunter  -  Joel’s father 

 Daniel Montague  -  Marlie’s father 

 Penelope Montague  -  Marlie’s mother 
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 Treeni Delaney -  Joel’s ex-wife 

 Cosmo Villereal  -  Marlie’s best friend 

 Ronald McDonald (who had the name before the clown)  -  red herring 

antagonist 

 

GETTING TO THE STORY QUESTION IN YOLT: 

 

Before page eight of Wilde’s book, the reader learns about Marlie’s Ordinary 

World. She’s a comic book illustrator who’s been working all day, is wearing 

glasses and a tracksuit, and is shy and withdrawn despite having a kick-butt 

alter ego who prods her to be more daring. Her father was a government 

whistle-blower who’d  been killed under suspicious circumstances and she 

believes he was falsely accused of selling terrorists Mohawk missiles. 

 

On page eight, the Inciting Incident occurs, thrusting Marlie out of her 

Ordinary World and into the new world of the story--she answers her front door 

to find a man pointing a gun at her. Within the next few chapters, we know the 

Story Question: 

 

Will Marlie Montague defeat the man trying to kill her and get her goal of 

staying alive and saving her mother, who has been kidnapped? 

 

THE THEME IN YOLT 

 

1. Intent/Global Message: Wilde’s intent in writing the novel is to convey a 

mood of humor, sensuality, and action. Even from the back cover blurb, it is 

obvious she succeeds. This is also obvious by her opening line: 
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"Marlie Montague was right smack-dab in the middle of exposing a massive 

government cover-up when her front doorbell chimed, playing the Mission: 

Impossible theme." 

 

Okay, so we don’t quite get a sense of sensuality yet, but it’s obvious from 

the first line that this story is going to be action-packed and humorous, right? 

The sensuality comes soon after! Here’s one of my favorite passages, in which 

Lori Wilde uses a character’s silence--to convey deep emotion: 

 

"[Marlie] wasn’t the only one totally blown away. Eddies of embarrassment and 

sexual hunger washed over her, warring waves of boldness and timidity. 

 

What was she going to say? That she was sorry? But she had nothing to apologize 

for. He had kissed her. 

 

She reached out, not knowing what she intended to do, but got caught up in the 

crazy push-pull battle inside her. 

 

But Joel raised an arm, blocking her hand, and latched his eyes on hers. 

 

He was breathing hard and he did not speak. He didn’t have to speak. She could 

read the message in his eyes loud and clear. 

 

Come any closer, touch me again, and I will have no choice but to take you right 

here, right now, the rest of the world be damned." 

 

2. Thematic message (conclusion about life and humanity) that Lori Wilde proves 
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throughout her story: In order to find true love, you must take a leap of 

faith. 

 

Just by reading the above synopsis, we know Lori Wilde proves her Theme by 

rewarding Marlie for her increasing willingness to take a leap of faith. Not 

only does she get Joel, she gets her father and mother back, she defeats the bad 

guys, and she makes the world a safer place. 

 

More specifically, Wilde spells out the Theme for the reader on page five. At 

this point, after seeing Joel at the door, Marlie is tempted to slink back and 

pretend she never heard the doorbell ring. Marlie engages in a mental argument 

with her alter ego, Angelina Avenger: 

 

"You’re being paranoid again, Angelina chided. This guy has nothing to do with 

those death threats or what the Navy did to your dad. Open the door. 

 

Easy for you to say; you’re a fearless crime fighter. 

 

Don’t give me that b.s. You’re not afraid that Mr. Hunka Man came over here 

to do you harm. You’re just too chicken to talk to him. 

 

There was that. 

 

Marlie’s natural impulse urged her to slink back to her office and pretend 

she’d never heard the Mission: Impossible theme summoning her to the front 

door. She had a deadline looming and three pages left to illustrate before 

tackling the computer phase. 



Story Structure                                                                      Virna DePaul 
March 2012 

 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177  

of the Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

That’s right. Go ahead. Blame it on your work. Never mind that you’re hiding 

behind your shyness as an excuse to avoid getting a real life. And maybe, just 

maybe, a real man." 

 

Despite herself, Marlie feels an odd sensation, pushing up from somewhere deep 

inside her, daring her to open the door. 

 

Notice how Wilde is able to state her Theme by creating Angelina, Marlie’s 

alter ego, who lays out Marlie’s Internal Conflict (fear of trusting anyone) 

for the reader. Angelina is telling Marlie the very thing that Lori Wilde is 

asserting to the reader - that trusting and taking a leap of faith will make her 

life so much better than it is. 

 

CONFLICT IN YOLT 

 

Wilde establishes Internal, External and Romantic Conflict that gets in the way 

of Marlie’s goals and causes her to adapt, reflect and change. 

 

 Marlie’s initial conscious goal: Turn in her next comic book on time; 

Motivation: It’s how she makes a living; Conflict: Someone comes to her door 

wanting to kill her. 

 Marlie’s subconscious goal (the internal goal that Wilde has in store for 

her): To live a more exciting life, to clear her father’s name, and to fall in 

love; Motivation: These are things she needs to be complete; Conflict: She does 

not trust and is unwilling to take risks. 

 Marlie’s External Conflict: Someone tries to kill Marlie; someone has 
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kidnapped her mother; the police think Marlie and Joel are criminals. 

 Marlie’s Internal Conflict: Marlie has a hard time trusting others as well 

as herself. She’s torn between her need to be cautious and her alter ego’s 

need to be daring. This is something Wilde reveals through others’ eyes, 

including Angelina the Avenger and Joel. As Joel recognizes, "It was almost as 

if [Marlie] were alternating between two characters, the timid, caring hermit 

and the bold, calculating adventuress." 

 Marlie and Joel’s Romantic Conflict: Joel is hiding the fact that he and 

Marlie were friends as children, and that he is a spy assigned to watch her. 

Marlie does not trust anyone associated with the military and does not trust 

love in general because she’s afraid of being hurt the way her mother was when 

her father died. 

 Marlie’s end conscious goal: To stay alive, to save her mother, to trust 

her instincts. Ultimately, she wants to save Joel and have her HEA; Motivation: 

She wants to stay alive and loves her mother, she loves Joel, and she wants to 

be happy; Conflict: the bad guys are still after them; she doubts herself and 

has a hard time taking risks. 

 

PLOT (CONFLICT BETWEEN PROTAGONIST AND ANTAGONIST FORCES 

ACTION) 

Wilde insures that the conflict Marlie encounters is conflict caused by herself 

and her own doubt (inner antagonist), Joel (the romantic antagonist), and 

Delaney/Abel Johnson (the external plot antagonists). Each of these antagonists 

push and pull at Marlie, who then responds. This is apparent when we analyze 

Lori Wilde’s book for Three Act Structure below. 

 

BREAKING DOWN PLOT WITH THE THREE ACT STRUCTURE Wilde’s story 

follows the 
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Three Act Structure beautifully. 

 

 STAGE 1: SET UP/VIEW INTO THE PROTAGONIST’s ORDINARY WORLD 

Marlie Montague illustrates controversial, some might even say subversive, comic 

books with a kick-butt heroine named Angelina Avenger. Because her father was 

framed as a traitor and killed by his best friend, Augustus Hunter, she 

doesn’t trust easily. Her lack of trust increases when she receives a death 

threat. Marlie has taken to isolating herself in her house when someone knocks 

on her door. Caution turns into flustered uncertainty when she looks through her 

peephole and sees her hot neighbor standing on her doorstep. 

 

 Turing Point 1: (OPPORTUNITY FORCES CHARACTER INTO ACTION 
AND STARTS 

CONFLICT) Stalling, Marlie goes to the bathroom to “freshen up”– When she 

returns to answer the door, however, she finds her neighbor has been replaced by 

a UPS man with a gun. 

 

 STAGE 2: PROGRESS 

Joel Hunter, Marlie’s neighbor, knows Marlie has reason to be wary of him, even if she 

doesn’t quite know why. Joel’s father, Gus, and Marlie’s father, Daniel, used to be 

friends until Daniel was accused of selling Mohawk missiles to terrorists and Gus 

accidentally shot him during his apprehension. Afterwards, Joel’s parents divorced, and 

he followed in his father’s footsteps and pursued a Navy Career. Recently, he was kicked 

out of the Navy Seals after his ex-wife Treeni was hurt trying to disarm some missiles 

without proper authorization; to protect her, Joel took the blame. His ex-father-in-law, 

Chet Delaney, pulled some strings and Joel now works for the Naval Criminal 

Investigative Service. He’s been assigned the task of watching Marlie for subversive 

activities.  
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Joel doesn’t want anything to do with his current assignment: first, he thinks 

it’s a waste of time, and second, he suspects Delaney assigned him to Marlie 

to keep him away from his ex-wife, Treeni. Unfortunately, his superiors won’ 

relieve him. Instead, they’ve ordered him not only to spy on Marlie, but to 

actually befriend her. Part of him is relieved when he rings her doorbell and 

she fails to answer. Joel returns home. 

 

Then, just when Joel gets out of the shower and is wearing nothing but a towel, 

Marlie bursts into his house, claiming she’s just fought off a man with a gun. 

She’s hurt. Joel, not sure what to believe about her armed gunman, nonetheless 

treats her wounds. In the process, he finds his attraction for Marlie is greater 

than even he bargained for. After Marlie tells Joel what happened, he calls the 

police. The cop who shows up, however, is biased against Marlie and doesn’ 

believe her story about the gunman. 

 

Not liking the way the officer is treating Marlie, Joel comes to her rescue. 

Unfortunately, Marlie isn’t willing to trust him and sends him on his way. 

 

 Turning Point 2: (SOMETHING UNEXPECTED HAPPENS, LIKELY THE 

FIRST DEFEAT, 

RESULTS IN CHANGE OF PLANS OR GOAL) 

 

Determined to stay close to her, and knowing she plans on visiting her mother, 

he immobilizes her car, then offers her a ride. Marlie accepts, but only because 

she’s worried about her mother. Before accepting a ride, however, Marlie 

gathers evidence from her slashed tires and sends it to a friend to process. 
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During the ride to Marlie’s mom’s house, Marlie and Joel reveal more about 

themselves. Specifically, Marlie confesses her belief that love isn’t worth 

the hurt it ultimately causes. She also reveals a crush she had on a boy when 

she was younger, unwittingly revealing the crush had been on Joel. This 

knowledge simply makes Joel more determined to explore his attraction to Marlie. 

 

 STAGE 3: INCREASED COMPLICATIONS 

 

Unfortunately, when they arrive at Marlie’s mom’s house, they discover her 

missing and her house ransacked. Marlie is so emotionally overwrought, Joel 

gives her some whisky. She drinks more than she should and promptly throws up. 

While she’s recovering, smoke fills the house. Someone has set it on fire. 

Marlie inhales too much smoke, and Joel is forced to drag her to safety and give 

her CPR. When the police arrive and Marlie is revived, she sees her would-be 

assassin from earlier that morning. Joel gives chase, but the gunman jumps into 

his black Camaro and takes off. 

 

Not to be left wringing her hands, Marlie hotwires Joel’s car to go after the 

Camaro. During the chase, she reveals a daring side, one that Joel clearly 

admires. Just as she’s about to follow the gunman by jumping a bridge, she 

suddenly comes to her senses and stops the car. She and Joel are so pumped up 

with adrenalin that they kiss. The sexual contact is explosive, causing Marlie 

to pull back in fear. 

 

 Turing Point 3: (GREATER SETBACK RESULTS IN CHARACTER’s FULL 
COMMITMENT 

AND TO POINT OF NO RETURN) 

At that time, she realizes that Joel has been shot. She drives him to a 
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hospital. Before he can be treated, they discover Marlie is now wanted by the 

police. Joel’s boss orders him to bring Marlie in. Believing that his boss is 

biased against her and that Marlie is truly in danger, Joel refuses. 

 

In order to avoid the police as well as Joel’s superiors, Joel takes Marlie to 

his father’s place on Mustang Island. Once there, Marlie sews up Joel’s 

wounds. 

 

 STAGE 4: FINAL PUSH; PROTAGONIST APPEARS TO BE LOSING 

 

Forced to be together in close quarters, Joel and Marlie reveal the 

circumstances of their past wounds, including the reason for his divorce and the 

reason why she doesn’t trust anyone. They become even more physically 

intimate, but Marlie pulls away in fear. That’s when Marlie sees a face in the 

window. Joel chases the man down, only to discover he has some connection to the 

Navy. Even more disturbing is the man’s babbling about a boy and murder. 

Fearing that his father’s house has been compromised, Joel drives Marlie to an 

isolated floating warehouse owned by her friend. 

 

Not sure who to trust now, but believing Marlie’s comics might give them a 

clue, Joel goes back to her house to get them. When they meet up, Joel gives 

Marlie a gift--a pretty, frilly dress that shows her how sexy he thinks she is. 

Believing that Joel is the one man she can trust, Marlie gives herself to him 

and they have sex. Although he relishes their new closeness, Joe worries that he 

hasn’t told her who he really is or that he’s a spy. 
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 Turning Point 4: (MAJOR SET BACK THAT RESULTS IN THE BLACK 

MOMENT) 

Before he can tell Marlie who he is, Marlie gets the results from her tampered 

tires. She discovers that Joel is not only a spy, but the same boy she used to 

have a crush on so long ago. Feeling humiliated and betrayed, Marlie handcuffs 

Joel to the bed and leaves. 

 

 STAGE 5: REALIZATION/AFTERMATH 

Furious but unable to escape, Joel picks up one of Marlie’s comic books, skims 

it, and realizes she might have been targeted because of something she 

illustrated. Soon, Marlie’s friend, Cosmo, and Joel’s ex-wife, who have been 

piecing together clues on their own, find Joel and reveal several shocking 

truths: that Delaney, Treeni’s father, has been storing defective Mohawk 

missiles and selling them, and that Gus, Joel’s father, found the remote 

launching code and is now missing. 

 

Frantic, Joel calls his father’s assistant, Abel Johnson, who tells him that 

Gus is in trouble. Following Gus’s orders, Abel removed several confidential 

documents from Gus’s safe. Abel agrees to meet Joel to give him the documents. 

When they meet, Joel discovers that Abel is the owner of the black Camaro and is 

looking for Gus in order to avenge his own father’s death. He tells Joel that 

Marlie’s father faked his death after he, Gus, and Delaney covered up the 

death of Abel’s father by one of Delaney’s defective missiles. Abel forces 

Joel to drive to a bunker where Gus, Daniel, and Penelope, Marlie’s missing 

mother, are hiding. 

 

Although Marlie had devised a comic book plot where her heroine, Angelina, 

discovered her father had faked his own death, Marlie has no idea her own father 
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is alive. She returns to her mother’s house to search for clues. On the way, 

she sees Joel and Abel, the man with the black Camaro. Not sure what to think, 

she follows them to the bunker. She can’t believe Joel is working in league 

with the assassin and is determined to save him. 

 

 Turning Point 5: (CLIMAX) 

Marlie pulls a smoke-bomb, which she carries around with her for emergencies, 

from her purse. She throws it into the bunker and tackles Abel. Joel helps 

subdue him. 

 

Marlie finds out her father is alive. She is shocked and overjoyed. Abel uses 

this to his advantage, getting free long enough to shoot Marlie in the back. 

 

 STAGE 6: RESOLUTION 

Marlie recovers from her wounds. At the end of the story, Marlie no longer sees 

things in black and white, and she doesn’t dress that way any more either. Her 

world has color again. Her father is alive and his reputation is cleared along 

with Joel’s. Moreover, Joel reveals he’s kept a baseball card from his 

youth; the card is proof-positive that he’d  had a crush on her, too. The 

missiles are kept out of the terrorist’s hands, Delaney is court-martialed, 

and Joel and Marlie get their happy ending. 
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Assignment 7 

 

Think of a book you’ve already read that is similar to the one you are trying 

to write. Identify the story question, theme, conflicts, and stages/turning 

points for that story just as I’ve done for Lori’s story above. (If you only 

have a romantic antagonist, try to find a story that’s similar. Also, if yours 

is not a romance at all, really try to break apart a story that is as close to 

your genre as possible. 

 

Lesson 8: Hero's Journey Story Structure Method  

Hi! How's everyone doing? I hope you're finding the class and assignments helpful! I'll 

be working on responding to outstanding assignments this week.  Please ask questions if 

you have them! I'm happy to respond and help anyway I can. 

In the meantime, here's a lesson on another traditional story structure, The Hero's 

Journey, a popular form of structure derived from Joseph Campbell's The Hero With A 

Thousand Faces and adapted by Christopher Vogler. This structure method provides a 

more detailed Character Arc for your story's hero, but you‘ll see how the structure once 

again follows our triad and simply builds upon/tweaks the elements of Three Act 

structure.  

1. Ordinary World  

This is where the Hero's exists before his present story begins, oblivious of the 

adventures to come. It's his safe place. His everyday life. We learn crucial details about 

our Hero, his true nature, capabilities and outlook on life. This anchors the Hero as a 

human, making us identify with him and empathize with his plight.  

2. Call To Adventure  

The Hero's adventure begins when he receives a call to action, such as a direct threat to 

his safety, his family, his way of life or to the peace of his community. It can be a 

dramatic act or as simple as a phone call. Whatever the call is, and however it manifests 



Story Structure                                                                      Virna DePaul 
March 2012 

 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177  

of the Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

itself, it ultimately disrupts the comfort of the Hero's Ordinary World and presents a 

challenge or quest that must be undertaken.  

3. Refusal Of The Call  

At first, the Hero will have second thoughts or even deep personal doubts as to whether 

or not he is up to the challenge. When this happens, the Hero will refuse the call and as a 

result may suffer somehow.  

4. Meeting The Mentor  

Here, the Hero meets a mentor figure who gives him something he needs, such as an 

object of great importance, insight into the dilemma he faces, wise advice, practical 

training or even self-confidence. Whatever the mentor provides the Hero with, it serves to 

dispel his doubts and fears and give him the strength and courage to begin his quest.  

5. Crossing The Threshold  

The Hero is now ready to act upon his call to adventure and truly begin his quest, whether 

it be physical, spiritual or emotional. He may go willingly or he may be pushed, but 

either way he finally crosses the threshold between the world he is familiar with and that 

which he is not.  

6. Tests, Allies, Enemies  

Now finally out of his comfort zone, the Hero is confronted with an ever more difficult 

series of challenges that test him in a variety of ways. Obstacles are his way. The Hero 

must overcome each challenge he is presented with on the journey towards his ultimate 

goal.  

The Hero needs to find out who can be trusted and who can't. He may earn allies and 

meet enemies; each prepares him for the greater ordeals yet to come. This is the stage 

where his skills and/or powers are tested and every obstacle that he faces helps us gain a 

deeper insight into his character and ultimately identify with him even more.  

7. Approach To The Inmost Cave  

The inmost cave may represent an actual location in which lies a terrible danger or an 

inner conflict, which up until now the Hero has not had to face. As the Hero approaches 
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the cave he must make final preparations before taking that final leap into the great 

unknown. 

At the threshold to the inmost cave, the Hero may once again face some of the doubts and 

fears that first surfaced upon his call to adventure. He may need some time to reflect 

upon his journey and the treacherous road ahead in order to find the courage to continue. 

This brief respite helps the audience understand the magnitude of the ordeal that awaits 

the Hero and escalates the tension in anticipation of his ultimate test.  

8. Ordeal  

The Supreme Ordeal may be a dangerous physical test or a deep inner crisis that the Hero 

must face in order to survive or for the world in which the Hero lives to continue to exist. 

Whether it‘s facing his greatest fear or most deadly foe, the Hero must draw upon all of 

his skills and his experiences gathered upon the path to the inmost cave in order to 

overcome his most difficulty challenge.  

Only through some form of "death" can the Hero be reborn, experiencing a metaphorical 

resurrection that somehow grants him greater power or insight. This is the high-point of 

the Hero's story and where everything he holds dear is put on the line. If he fails, he will 

either die or life as he knows it will never be the same again.  

9. Reward (Seizing The Sword)  

After defeating the enemy, surviving death and finally overcoming his greatest personal 

challenge, the Hero is ultimately transformed into a new state, emerging from battle as a 

stronger person and often with a prize.  

The Reward may come in many forms: an object of great importance or power, a secret, 

greater knowledge or insight, or even reconciliation with a loved one or ally.  

10. The Road Back  

This stage in the Hero's journey represents a reversal of the Call to Adventure in which 

the Hero had to cross the first threshold. Now he must return home with his reward but 

this time the anticipation of danger is replaced with that of acclaim and perhaps 

vindication, absolution or even exoneration. Note that the Hero might need one last push 

back into the Ordinary World. The moment before the Hero finally commits to the last 
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stage of his journey may be a moment in which he must choose between his own personal 

objective and that of a Higher Cause.  

11. Resurrection  

This is the climax in which the Hero must have his final and most dangerous encounter 

with death. The final battle also represents something far greater than the Hero's own 

existence, with its outcome having far-reaching consequences to his Ordinary World and 

the lives of those he left behind.  

If he fails, others will suffer. Ultimately the Hero will succeed, destroy his enemy and 

emerge from battle cleansed and reborn.  

12. Return With The Elixir  

This is the final stage of the Hero's journey in which he returns home to his Ordinary 

World a changed man. He will have grown as a person, learned many things, faced many 

terrible dangers and even death but now looks forward to the start of a new life. His 

return may bring fresh hope to those he left behind, a direct solution to their problems or 

perhaps a new perspective for everyone to consider.  

The final reward that he obtains may be literal or metaphoric, but it represents three 

things: change, success and proof of his journey. The return home also touches upon the 

story's other key players and their resolution. The Hero's doubters will be ostracized, his 

enemies punished and his allies rewarded. Ultimately the Hero will return to where he 

started but things have definitely changed.  

 

Assignment #8:  

Using the above outline, can you brainstorm a possible new scene for your wip?  What 

element of the hero's journey does it fulfill?  Describe the scene. 
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Lesson 9: Scene Structure (Purpose, POV, Setting) Scene versus Sequel  

We're talking about story structure in a work of fiction, concentrating on structure 

methods for story as a whole. However, just as a story has a structure that guides the 

protagonist and the reader toward the Climax and Resolution (the end of the story that 

shows how the protagonist‘s world has been transformed), individual scenes also have a 

structure that serves that same purpose.  

Chapters are comprised of scenes or sequels.  

A scene is a unit of time where a reader "sees" an action or event occur. It is usually 

grounded by place or time or the point of view of the character who actually observes the 

action. A scene should be in the POV of the character that has the most to lose in the 

scene. Every Scene should have its own protagonist and antagonist.  

A sequel is often not distinguished from a scene, but a writer should know the difference. 

A sequel looks like a scene, but it serves a different purpose and has different 

components. Technically, it serves the same purpose as a sequel to a movie, which 

continues the narrative of a pre-existing movie. In this case, it continues the narrative of a 

previous scene. It is less active and more ruminative than a scene. It is not a scene 

because it does not involve a character with a specific scene goal nor does it end with a 

disaster. You want to use a sequel when you want a character to reflect on the previous 

scene.  

A novel will have far more scenes then sequels, since scenes reflect the actions characters 

take in order to achieve their goals, as well as the conflict they encounter.  

Scene or sequel breaks indicate either a switch in character POV or a break in time or 

place. Either before, during, or after writing a scene, you need to make sure you have a 

purpose to the scene, that you‘ve picked the right POV character to reveal the scene, and 

that you‘ve set the scene for the reader.  

PURPOSE 

A scene must advance the plot. It should reveal clues or character, add suspense or raise 

tension, or provide conflict. No scene should serve the same purpose as another. If it 

does, try to combine the scenes. The more purposes a scene serves, the better. When the 

purpose of your scene is accomplished, the scene is over.  
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POV 

Writers are taught not to switch POVs in a scene (what is often called "head hopping" 

because the reader "views" the scene from one character‘s perspective and then another‘s 

within the same scene). Yes, it can be done, but it can confuse the reader. In addition, it 

can create problems when trying to formulate scene "disasters"as will be explained 

below.  

SETTING 

Finally, set the scene to orient the reader. Do it quickly. Make sure that within the first 

paragraph, the reader knows the "when, who, and where" of the scene. Setting is mood 

and it can also reveal different things about your character. The setting can even be a 

character in the sense that it can actively help or work against the character. Now, let‘s 

expand on the differences between scene and sequel.  

SCENE 

The components of a scene are Goal; Motivation; Conflict; Disaster. 

A character‘s scene goal is simply something he or she plans to do as a step toward 

achieving his or her exterior goal. Try and make the scene goal, like the exterior 

conscious goal, concrete and immediate. 

In addition, ask why the POV character needs to accomplish his goal today and not 

yesterday or tomorrow? This establishes well-developed motivation.  

Likewise, something needs to be preventing the POV character from achieving his/her 

scene goal. The conflict can be interior, exterior or both. The best kind of conflict is 

active conflict between two characters. You can label scenes "character x versus 

character y" to make sure there is this type of conflict. 

Finally, reveal how the POV character‘s action in trying to achieve his goal results in 

disaster, something that, whether he achieved his goal or not by the end of the scene, 

makes the POV character realize the situation is a little worse.  

By creating a disaster in every scene, you raise the stakes and diminish the character‘s 

options, something that is necessary to achieve transformation. You also leave the reader 

wanting to know what‘s going to happen next.  
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The disaster doesn‘t have to be a catastrophe and it doesn‘t have to turn things in a 

different direction the way a Turning Point would (although it can), it just has to make 

things worse for the character than they were at the beginning of the scene. This is true 

whether he achieves the scene goal or not. The disaster can simply be that the character 

learns additional information that ups the stakes, even if it is the character‘s 

internal/emotional stakes. Moreover, the disaster is the POV character‘s disaster—

something he knows about; it is not the disaster that is "off the page" and that the author, 

but not the character, knows is coming. The scene disaster cannot happen outside the 

POV character‘s understanding. She has to realize things are worse. Why? Because this 

gives her another goal to pursue (one that‘s connected to something that has happened 

before) or makes him change his plans to achieve the same goal in his next POV scene.  

This is how you escalate the stakes and how you keep the momentum between one scene 

and the next. If you incorporate more than one POV into a scene, finish out the "GMCD" 

with the disaster affecting the first POV character, even if you are still in the POV of 

another character. 

To insure you do this correctly, answer the question whether the POV character got 

his/her scene goal or not. The answer must begin with a "yes but..." or a "no and 

furthermore..." Then, in the character‘s next POV scene, try to base his/her scene goal on 

the previous scene disaster.  

In summary, a scene should have the following components: purpose, correct POV 

character, a sense of who, when, where to orient the reader, and answer the questions:  

1. What is the POV character‘s scene goal? 

2. What is his motivation? 

3. What is the Internal and/or External Conflict getting in the way of the scene goal?  

4. Did the POV character get his goal? "Yes, but" OR "No, and furthermore." 

Finally, remember how you want to prove your Theme in every scene? You do this 

proactively, by showing how your Theme is true (for example, in my story, that the hero 

got his happy ever after only when he was able to balance duty with desire). You can also 

show the opposite of your Theme to prove it. For instance, if your Theme is "letting go of 

the past leads to love," you can show that holding onto the past leads to two characters 

breaking off an engagement. In Chosen By Blood, I proved my theme (one must balance 
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duty with desire) in a scene when the hero blindly chose duty over his desire to be 

faithful to the heroine.  He ended up hurting her and driving her away for several years.  

EXAMPLE FROM YOU ONLY LOVE TWICE by Lori Wilde  

We looked at this book in an earlier lesson on story structure. I want to look at it again to 

give you an example for this lesson.  

In Chapter 1, Scene 1, Marlie‘s goal is to illustrate her comic book. She‘s motivated by 

her career and because she lives a life of adventure vicariously through her character, 

Angelina Avenger. Her conflict is that her neighbor comes to the door and flusters her. At 

the end of the scene, does Marlie get her goal of illustrating her comic book? The answer 

is no, and furthermore, the scene ends with a disaster—she answers the door and finds 

not Joel, but another man pointing a gun at her.  

Now, let‘s shift directly to Marlie‘s next POV scene. Remember, the goal in this next 

scene is going to be based on the disaster that occurred in the previous scene. So, in 

Chapter 2, Scene 1, Marlie‘s goal is to escape the guy with the gun. Her motivation is to 

survive. Her conflict is that the assassin doesn‘t want to let her live. She breaks into 

Joel‘s house and that‘s where the scene ends with a disaster. Did she get her goal of 

escaping the assassin? Yes, but now she‘s alone in a house with her sexy neighbor who is 

wearing nothing but a towel. Now, this disaster is not huge and in comparison to having 

someone point a gun at you, it‘s not as dire, but the point is Marlie‘s actions in escaping 

the gunman have just made her situation a little "worse" (for her peace of mind and in 

terms of protecting her heart). She is now face-to-face with another type of dangerous 

male. 

Let‘s do Marlie‘s next POV scene. In Chapter 3, Scene 2, Marlie‘s goal is to maintain her 

cool in front of the naked, hot guy. Her motivation is to keep her pride and protect her 

heart. Her conflict is that Joel is almost naked, he‘s tending her wounds, which puts him 

in close proximity, and she feels vulnerable and shaken after almost being killed. She 

ends up crying in front of him. So, does Marlie get her goal of maintaining her cool? No, 

and furthermore the scene ends on a disaster because Joel voices his suspicions about her, 

making her realize she can‘t rely on him to help her. Instead, she needs to be wary of him 

and continue to look out for herself.  

From there, the scenes build on each other. The disasters in Marlie‘s POV spark the goals 

in her other POV scenes.  
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SEQUEL 

The components of a sequel are: emotion from the POV character (regarding what 

happened in the previous scene); quandary (about what he/she should do next); decision 

(a decision made after mulling over the quandary); and action (action taken in regard to 

the decision made).  

The action that the character takes in a sequel will lead him into his next POV scene. Just 

like the disaster in a scene, the action insures narrative drive and momentum between 

sequels and scenes so that the sequel serves an actual purpose.  

Example (albeit a silly one, but I'm feeling a little punchy this morning) :  

As Virna finished posting the latest assignment for her story structure class, she marveled 

at how well everyone was doing. It amazed her what a talented group of writers she was 

working with! With the class almost over, however, she had a decision to make. Would 

she teach another?  

Leaning back against the sofa and closing her eyes, she imagined herself on a beach, 

oodles of time before her, no deadlines to worry about.  

With a sigh, she opened her eyes. Rising, she walked to her computer and wrote an email 

about teaching another class. 

Immediately, relief swept through her. She loved the beach and would definitely plan a 

trip, but oodles of time with no deadlines would bore her beyond belief.  

Assignment 9 

1. Based on the questions you‘ve answered above, analyze your beginning scenes. Are 

they in the right POV? Do you set the stage? Focus on GMCD (goal, motivation, conflict 

and disaster). Do this for at least 3 scenes from the same POV character, seeing if the 

goal is in each subsequent scene is based on the disaster in the previous scene.  

2. Based on any of your scenes in your novel, analyze a sequel (or brainstorm a sequel if 

you don't really have one) that is based on the POV of one of the other characters in the 

scenes.  
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Lesson 10: Eight Sequences 

Hi everyone! I haven't heard from many of you lately, but I'm going to assume that, as it 

is for me, life is just busy and y'all are trying to juggle everything and stay sane. Please 

remember I'm here if you have any questions and even after this workshop is officially 

"done," I'm happy to give you whatever help I can. Most of all, I hope these lessons have 

been helpful and you've generated ideas or forward momentum for your writing.  

As our class is coming to an end, I wanted to send you on a field trip to the person's site 

that I consider a grand master of story structure--Alex Sokoloff. Alex is a screen 

writer/fiction writer who has taught me a tremendous amount about Three Act Structure. 

In particular, I learned that a writer can break Three Act Structure into Eight Sequences. 

In fact, there's a checklist for these Eight Sequences that, if you keep in mind, will help 

you brainstorm scenes if you're stuck! Alex's site (www.thedarksalon.blogspot.com) has a 

TON of info on story structure. It can be a bit overwhelming, however. That's why our 

field trip is going to start here:  

http://thedarksalon.blogspot.com/2009/04/story-elements-checklist.html  

This is where Alex provides a checklist of the elements in story structure. This is the 

structure that screenwriters rely on. I've created a cheat sheet where I list all the elements 

in "check list" form.  (You should have seen that if you downloaded the audio workshop 

in the previous lesson.) You'll notice that Alex provides links on the post above so you 

can read more in depth about each Act. So yes, this is just one more method, one that 

breaks down Three Act Structure into even more detail. Lucky for us!  

Assignment 10 

Click the link above, peruse Alex's site, and look over the cheat sheet I've provided. 

 

Your objective, should you choose to accept it, is this: 

Throughout the story, you should 

• utilize internal, external, and romantic conflict, 

http://www.thedarksalon.blogspot.com/
http://thedarksalon.blogspot.com/2009/04/story-elements-checklist.html
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• show your characters reacting to this conflict by forming/modifying their goals, plans, 

and actions, and as a result, slowly changing/growing so they overcome their incorrect 

beliefs, show who they truly are, change in a way that proves your theme and cement this 

change as a result of the black moment so they can defeat the antagonist in the climax 

and return to their ordinary world better off than they were at the beginning.  

Also, here's a summary of what we covered in this class. I suggest printing it out as a 

table of contents, along with the lesson PDFs that will be posted, and keeping it in a 

binder along with the attached chart. 

Lesson 1: Story Structure Triad, Aristotle's Story Structure 

Lesson 2: Theme, Protagonist, Antagonist, Romantic Interest, Worthy Goal, Conflict 

(External, Internal, Romantic), Incorrect Core Belief, Arc From Identity To Essence 

Lesson 3: Five Act Structure, Bob Mayer's Narrative Structure, III Act Structure (Act I), 

Internal Conflict/Incorrect Core Belief, Arc From Identity To Essence 

Lesson 4: III Act Structure (Act II), Conflict and Complications, Motivation For Goals 

Lesson 5: Turning Points, Black Moment 

Lesson 6: Story Question, Theme, III Act Structure (Act III), Resolution 

Lesson 7: Deconstructing A Story per III Act Structure 

Lesson 8: Hero's Journey Story Structure Method 

Lesson 9: Scene Structure (Purpose, POV, Setting) Scene versus Sequel 

Lesson 10: Eight Sequences  

So whew! Be proud of yourself! We've covered A LOT. And even if you haven't been 

able to do all the assignments, you've got a good foundation here. I'm happy to stay in 

touch with you, so let me know if you have questions in the future! I hope I've helped and 

I look forward to someday reading your stories!  

 


