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Lecture #1 -What conflict is and isn’t  

 
Girl meets boy, girl wants boy, girl can’t have boy, girl gets boy... Most people think 

that’s the basic structure – the plot – of a romance novel. Hero and heroine meet, 

fall in love, and commit to each other. But despite how common that perception is, 

it’s not accurate.  

The plot of a romance novel is not the romance itself.  

The developing relationship is at the center of the story, that’s true – but it is not 

the entire story. If the main obstacle in a romance is simply whether (or when) the 

hero and heroine will admit they love each other, then the story is unsatisfying. We 
know from the beginning that they eventually will, because it’s a romance.  

The plot is what happens while our two characters are falling in love. It’s the other 
events which surround (and promote) the growth of the relationship. It’s the 

action in the story, showing what happens and how the characters come to fall in 

love.  

Watching two people date, get to know each other, and explore their growing 

attraction isn’t terribly exciting – particularly if we see from the beginning that 

they’re really, really attracted to each other. Unless there’s something keeping them 

from admitting that attraction and acting on it, we’re only putting in time till we’ve 
turned enough pages to reach The End.  

It’s the difficulties which surround this couple falling in love at this moment – the 
difficulties which threaten to keep them from reaching a happy ending – which keep 

the reader’s attention. It’s the ways in which these difficulties impact these particular 

characters, putting pressure on them and bringing out their good points and their 

flaws, which makes the story exciting.  

So in addition to the attraction between the main characters, there must be some 

issue to be sorted through, some problem to be worked out, some disagreement 
to be resolved during the course of the book. That problem threatens to prevent 

our heroic couple from discovering and acting on their once-in-a-lifetime love. It 

does this not just because it’s a nuisance, but because this particular difficulty 

creates pressure on the two of them.  

What’s the problem?  

Not everybody will be bothered by the same problems. A difficulty which one person 

would shrug off as unimportant might be paralyzing to someone else. So the precise 

difficulty faced by our characters is particularly important to them because of the 
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kind of people they are. These people, facing this specific problem, find their normal 
lives threatened.  

 

Adding conflict  

 
But simply giving our characters a problem doesn’t automatically create a story. 
Our heroine might fall out of a tree, be hit by a car, and encounter a rattlesnake 

all in the first three chapters. However, that’s not a plot, and it’s not a story – it’s 

just a series of unrelated episodes.  

Plot is the events, incidents, and episodes which happen in a story. Action is how the 

story events are revealed to the reader. Conflict is the tension between our two main 

characters – it’s the reason why the events occur.  

So before we can start to plot – before we can begin to think up the events and 

put them into a logical order – we have to know why those events happen. That 

means we have to understand the conflict.  

Perhaps our problem is that our hero and heroine are assigned to work together 

on a project. If they’re getting along great, splitting the work evenly and 
complimenting each other’s achievements, that’s nice – but it’s not very 

interesting. They have a problem, all right – the big project to finish – but they 

don’t have a conflict.  

However, if they’re each convinced that they have the one right answer for making 

the project successful, or they both think the other is trying to avoid the hardest part 

of the work, or they think the other one is trying to sabotage them and take all the 

credit, then we have a situation that promises to develop – one which causes tension 
and keeps the reader reading.  

What conflict isn’t  

If the characters’ main problem is that they’ve gotten a wrong impression of each 

other, that’s not a conflict – it’s a misunderstanding. If their disagreement consists of 
simply taking opposite sides on an issue, that’s not a conflict – it’s a difference of 

opinion. If their difficulty has an obvious answer but they insist on arguing, then it’s 

not a conflict – it’s a set-to between two stubborn individuals. If the problem 

between them is that someone else is causing trouble, then it’s not a conflict – it’s a 
case of two characters who are too passive to take charge of their own lives. If the 

problem is their unwillingness to admit that they find the other person attractive, 

that’s not a conflict either – it’s a contrived setup.  

Conflict is not synonymous with fighting, arguing, or disagreeing. Sometimes 
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conflict is expressed in heated discussions or shouting matches, but not always.  

Conflict is not simply delay. An event that serves only to slow a hero or heroine 
down from reaching a goal is not a conflict, it’s an incident.  

Conflict is not misunderstanding, or assuming, or jumping to conclusions, or 
judging one another.  

What conflict is  

Conflict is the difficulty between the hero and heroine which threatens to keep 

them from getting together.  

In many beginners’ stories, the characters have loads of trouble. He can’t get along 

with his father, she’s got problems at work. But that’s different from having a conflict 

between the two of them. What keeps the hero and heroine at odds with each other? 

What keeps them from being too comfortable together? What do they disagree 
about?  

They don’t have to be at each other’s throats all the time, or arguing constantly. In 

fact, it’s better if they aren’t always disagreeing. But if they agree on everything, 
what’s keeping them from recognizing and admitting that they’re falling in love?  

The force  

On the other hand, if they hate each other, or if they simply can’t get along, why 

doesn’t one or the other just pick up and leave? If deception is a big problem for 
our heroine, then why doesn’t she run and hide at the first whiff of a half-truth 

from our hero?  

In real life, we tend to avoid people whom we dislike, people who have caused 

trouble or discomfort – unless we’re required by things such as jobs or family or 

social obligations to come into contact with them.  

Realistic characters will do the same thing – walk away unless they’re forced to stay. 

The force in a romance novel is what makes it impossible for the characters to avoid 

each other.  

Their child is in trouble and needs both of them. Her life is in danger and he’s been 

assigned to protect her.  

Sometimes the force is built in to the original problem, but in other cases we have 

to look a little further. Does our couple have to cooperate in order to succeed? 
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They’re both assigned to a project and their jobs depend on making it work.  

Do they desperately need each other’s help? The heroine has a business but no 

expertise to run it, the hero has the knowledge but no money to buy it.  

Do circumstances force them into close contact? The couple must attend their 

grown child’s wedding.  

What’s the solution?  

But it’s also important to remember that the problem your characters face has to 

be solvable in the end, so we can create a satisfying conclusion. That sounds so 

obvious as to be painful, but occasionally an inexperienced writer comes up with a 
problem so real and complex that a truly happy ending – a believable compromise 

or agreement between the characters – is inconceivable.  

What kind of problem is going to be large enough to create real disagreement 
between your main characters for the entire length of the book, and yet will allow 

them to find a solution or a compromise which will satisfy both? What kind of 

solution will achieve your happy ending without being so obvious to the reader that 

your heroic couple look like dorks for not seeing it immediately?  

Assignment: Make a list of potential conflicts. What sorts of problems could keep a 

couple at odds but still be solvable in the end?  

Discussion question: How can you distinguish between a situation and a story? 

What’s the difference between a disagreement and a conflict?  

 

 
Lecture #2 -Short-term & long-term problems  

 
All stories are about problems – characters facing difficulties and solving (or not 

solving) them. But not just any problem will do. The problem our characters face 

must not only be particularly difficult for them, but it must be something which 
can grow more complex and involved as the book continues. A problem which 

develops, grows, becomes more complicated, and creates more problems and 

more trouble for the character also creates more tension for the reader.  

But just to make plotting even more complex, we don’t just need one problem 

for our characters, we need two.  

We need an initial situation which brings the couple together and keeps them 
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together so they can get to know each other. (That’s known as the short-term 
problem, or the external conflict.)  

But we also need a deeper difficulty for each character, a difficulty which threatens 
to keep the couple from finding happiness together at all, ever. (That’s known as 

the long-term problem, or the internal conflict.)  

The short-term problem  

The short-term problem – the difficulty or event which puts the couple into 

contact – is often called the external conflict because it is usually caused by 

something or someone outside the control of the characters.  

The short-term problem is often the event that’s described in the back-cover 

blurb. It is usually the hook, the attention-getter which will cause the reader to 

pick up the book.  

We can also think of the short-term problem as the difficulty or obstacle which 
makes the main characters interesting enough to be the subject of a story. What 

change does she face which threatens her way of life – which will alter her life 

forever? What challenge must he confront? This difficulty is the character’s short-

term problem – the change, challenge, or threat he or she faces at or near the start 

of the story.  

The heroine’s short-term problem is not simply the entrance of the hero into her 

life. He may appear because of the change or threat which the short-term problem 
represents, but simply meeting him is not the problem.  

Kinds of problems  

Sometimes there’s one short-term problem which affects both hero and heroine. 

He’s just bought her family’s ancestral estate. There’s only one apartment 
available and they both need a place to live.  

Sometimes each character has a separate short-term problem, but they can help 
each other to solve their difficulties. He needs a house and she’s the real-estate 

salesman. She’s trying to establish a new business; he needs special services from 

that business. He needs a fiancé to help him close a business deal, and she needs 

money to finish school.  
 

Since the action of the story doesn’t really get started until the hero and heroine are 

both present, this initial problem happens early in the book – often starting in the 

first few pages. At the latest, the rough outlines of the short-term problem are in 
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place by the end of the first chapter.  
Concrete problems  

The more solid and down-to-earth the short-term problem is, the easier it will be 
to construct a plot. New writers often come up with initial conflicts which have a 

very amorphous quality. Neither of them wants to take the chance of trusting 

again. He has to make her accept a truth she doesn’t want to face. They’ve each 

been deceived in the past and won’t tolerate being lied to again.  

While those concepts can be developed into interesting problems, they’re hard to 

grasp, hard to illustrate, hard to write about. Lack of trust, unwillingness to 
commit, and past bad experiences often play a big part in the characters’ eventual 

development and growth, but they’re hard to get a grip on when they’re set up as 

the initial problem.  

If the characters’ mutual problem is lack of trust, what do they talk about 

throughout the story? If they could actually discuss their difficulty in trusting, 

they’d be two-thirds of the way to solving the problem. If lack of trust is the main 

problem they face, then there’s not much else to talk about, either – and 
characters who have nothing to discuss are very hard to write about.  

If, on the other hand, our two characters are at odds about who gets custody of the 
kid, or how to handle the business they’ve inherited, or whether they follow his job 

or her job to a new city, then they have lots of stuff to talk about – and many 

opportunities to test, explore, and discover that this is a person who can be trusted 

after all.  

The long-term problem  

The long-term problem is something about the characters’ personalities or pasts 

which makes it seem impossible that they can reach a happy ending together. It’s 

often called the internal conflict because it’s usually something inside the character 

– a character flaw or a reaction to a past experience – which makes it difficult for 
him or her to make a lifelong commitment. It might be a problem she’s hidden from 

rather than facing. It might be a character flaw which hasn’t come to the surface till 

now, perhaps because pressure has never before been applied to this particular 

fault line.  

Here’s where all those issues of lack of trust and reluctance to face unpleasant truths 

belong. With long-term conflicts as well as short-term ones, however, the more 
concrete the problem, the easier it will be to write the book.  

The long-term problem may be something which makes the character reluctant to 
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fall in love at all. She caught her previous fiancé in bed with another woman. His 
parents experienced a bitter divorce and he doesn’t want to risk having it happen 

to him. Everyone she’s ever loved has died and she’s afraid to try again.  

Or it may be something which makes the character reluctant to fall in love with this 

particular individual. She’s terrified of heights and he’s a mountain-climbing 

instructor. She grew up in poverty because her father was a gambler, and the hero 

makes his living as a professional poker player. He rejected her once before, so 
she’s afraid he’ll do it again.  

 

Often the long-term problems aren’t shared with the reader until fairly late in the 

story. Frequently that’s because the character himself doesn’t recognize his 

character flaw until the pain of the current situation has forced him to reassess the 
choices he’s made in the past and the impact those choices continue to have on his 

life – and decide to change the future.  

Even if the details aren’t shared with the reader up front, however, the long-term 

problem will influence all of that character’s actions. The hero may not share the 
facts of his parents’ tragic marriage – but his experience will affect how he acts 

toward the heroine now.  

Developing the problem  

The short-term problem is not a single event, so it can’t be solved in a single step. 
While rock-climbing, Julie falls off a cliff isn’t a true short-term problem; she’ll either 

be rescued or she’ll die, and in either case the story is over.  

The real short-term problem is what got her onto the cliff in the first place. Is she 

trying to protect the precious papers she’s carrying from the bad guy who’s 

pursuing her? Is she learning to climb because the man she thinks she loves insists 

he won’t marry her unless she shares his hobby of mountain-climbing? In either of 

these cases (or a hundred others), when she’s rescued she still faces the problem 
which got her onto the cliff, plus she has the complications of a broken leg and a 

black eye and the hero – who rescued her – hanging around.  

How the problems fit together  

A character’s short-term and long-term problems need to be closely related, 
because the short-term problem focuses a spotlight on the long-term one. The 

immediate, life-altering threat or challenge is what forces the character to own up 

to and deal with the character flaw or the troublesome past experience. The long-

term problem is the reason this person finds this particular short-term problem so 
difficult to face and deal with.  
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Simply adding a kidnaping isn’t going to do much for your plot – unless that 
kidnaping brings out the hero’s flaws and the heroine’s old fears. When the 

immediate problem the hero and heroine face is complicated by the kind of 

people they are, then we have the potential for a very deeply emotional story 

that the reader can never forget.  

For instance, if an infant is dumped on the hero’s doorstep with a note implying that 

the hero is the father, any heroine would be upset. But if this heroine was raised in 
an orphanage, the situation would be particularly horrible for her. How could the 

hero not know about his baby? How could he have turned his back on his child?  

How important is it?  

Both the long-term and short-term problems must be important to the characters 

and emotionally involving for the reader. If the reader can picture herself faced with 
the dilemma, agonizing over the “right” solution, worrying about whether the 

characters will get it solved, she becomes so wrapped up in the story that she cannot 

put it down.  

Assignment: Look again at the last three romance novels you read. What are the 

short-term and long-term problems of each character? How do they fit together? 

How well did the conflicts work to produce an interesting story?  
 

Discussion question: What kinds of elements in a short-term problem might make it 

easier to create conflicts between characters? What elements might make it more 

difficult? Let’s brainstorm some short-term problems.  

 
Lecture #3 -Plotting techniques  

In the first chapter of the story, we’ve laid out at least the rough outlines of the 
main characters’ short-term problems – the difficulty that brings them together. 

Once the short-term problem is in place, it gets worse as the story develops. Along 

the way, while the short-term problem is growing increasingly complicated, the 

character must also begin to understand and face the long-term problem – the 
character flaw or past episode which threatens his chances of living happily ever 

after.  

Conflict is the tension between the characters – their disagreements and opposition 
to each other. The conflict – the tension – between the characters is so important 

that it’s intolerable. They can’t stand the situation as it stands, so they have to do 

something.  

The actions the characters take in trying to resolve the tension and change their 
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situation forms the foundation of the plot – the series of events which keeps the 
characters together until they’ve learned, grown and changed enough to be able to 

resolve the long-term problems (the character flaws or past experiences) which 

have separated them.  

Contrived plot, undeveloped conflict  

Often the inexperienced writer doesn’t understand what the editor means when she 

says, “The conflict is undeveloped” or “The plot is contrived.” I’ve heard people who 

have gotten that sort of rejection letter say in despair, “There’s a lot of conflict! The 

hero and heroine are always fighting, and there’s always something happening!”  

An undeveloped conflict is one where there isn’t enough honest difference of opinion 

or goals between the characters, or enough trouble for the characters, to keep the 

reader interested. And unless each event contributes to the advancement of the 
story, and relates to all the other events in a meaningful sequence, it’s a contrived 

plot – where the events don’t follow logically from what has happened before.  

How do we find our way to a realistic, believable conflict and a logical, well-

developed plot? There are a couple of techniques which can be used separately or 

together to help develop a short-term problem into a full-fledged conflict and plot.  

What if...?  

What if....? allows us to start with the nugget of an idea and develop it into the 

future.  

Once we have a basic problem in mind, we start asking What if...? What if she’s out 

of a job and she’s evicted from her apartment? Or What if her preoccupation with her 

job loss causes her to be careless, and she causes a fire which forces her to move? 

What if it’s a college town with the school year just starting so apartments are in 
short supply? What if she loses control of her car and totals it? What if somebody 

assumes she wrecked the car on purpose, despondent over the job? What if she has 

no insurance? What if...?  

Let your mind roam, and at this point don’t worry about creating contradictory 

scenarios. (We probably wouldn’t want to use both the eviction and the car 

accident, because this is supposed to be a heroine, not Poor Pitiful Pearl tied to 

the railroad track.) Later you can choose which lines of thought work best and 

which are less promising, which ones fit together and which ones rule out other 

possibilities.  

This technique works equally well throughout the writing process. At any given 
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time, we can look at the problem as it currently appears and ask, “What if....?”  

Backwards plotting  

Backwards plotting is almost the opposite, because we start with an end point and 

figure out what we need to have in place beforehand to make that point logical, 
believable, and inevitable. By end point, I don’t necessarily mean the story’s 

conclusion. Backwards plotting can work on any specific plot point – and especially 

one which the reader might find just a little too hard to swallow.  

Let’s say you want your heroine to defend herself from the bad guy by pulling a gun 

on him. But you can’t just have her open her desk drawer and pick up a revolver, or 

your readers will revolt. Backwards plotting is the fine art of putting the gun in the 
desk drawer in the first place, so it’s ready for her to use.  

Figuring out your foreshadowing is part of that necessary reader preparation, but 

backwards plotting involves a great deal more than just foreshadowing. What does 
the story have to include in order for the reader to find this event believable? Just as 

important, what can’t it include? If your heroine’s climactic choice is going to depend 

on her being a really bad judge of character, then maybe you shouldn’t make her a 

psychiatrist, or a psychologist, or even a human-resources coordinator.  

I long ago wrote a story in which one of the main characters turns out to be the 

long-lost grandson of another major character – and neither of them knew it until 
toward the end of the book. To have that relationship revealed out of the blue is just 

a bit too coincidental. But if two things are established beforehand – that there’s a 

mystery about the family and that the young man is investigating and searching for 

something – then the revelation, while still surprising, is emotionally satisfying rather 
than confusing.  

Of course, we can’t be obvious about those things, or we won’t have much suspense. 
But by using the two plotting techniques in tandem, we can create a believable 

scenario.  

Using the two together  

What if instead of having our hero admit openly that he’s searching for his roots, we 

give him another very good reason for curiosity about this mysterious family? Why is 
he having to search, anyway? How could he not know who his grandmother was, but 

still eventually find her? Why hasn’t the grandmother tried to maintain contact? Why 

has there been such a long lapse of time? What clues have led him to this particular 

woman? What if he has some possession which indicate there’s something not quite 
on the up-and-up about him? What kinds of possessions could he have which would 
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offer clues and help him search, without giving him an easy answer? Why wasn’t the 
information obvious? Why doesn’t the grandmother immediately know who he is?  

What if opens up the situation and lets us explore the possibilities – what if he was 
adopted, what if he was orphaned, what if he was kidnaped. Backwards plotting 

helps us figure out what items he has, how they came into his possession and what 

they ultimately mean. But it also shows us what we will have to explain – things like 

what happened to the in-between generation to cause such a long-standing breach, 
and why he can find his grandmother now, if he couldn’t locate her last year or a 

decade ago.  

By using the two techniques together, we’ve succeeded in establishing his curiosity 

without giving away his reasons. And we’ve hinted that there’s a secret about him as 

well, so the reader is prepared when the secret comes out. By showing his 

possessions, we’ve also laid the groundwork for when one of those items provides a 

breakthrough and proves his suspicions.  

What if...? and backwards plotting work extremely well together. By using them in 

turn you can develop your characters’ problems and at the same time spot 
troublesome areas or holes before they develop.  

Assignment: Using the plotting techniques we’ve talked about, set up a scenario 
which will convince your hero and heroine that they’re half-brother and half-sister. 

OR Using the plotting techniques we’ve talked about, set up a scenario in which your 

hero and heroine call off their wedding right before the ceremony, but are reconciled 

at the end of the book.  

Discussion question: As you use what-if and backwards plotting to develop one 

of these situations, what pitfalls do you expect to encounter? (e.g., in the first 
situation, if they’re truly hero and heroine, they can’t actually be half-siblings. So 

how can we create a setup they – and the reader – will find logical, and then make 

it equally believable when it turns out not to be true after all?)  

Lecture #4 -Plot building  

Which problem – short-term or long-term – comes to the author’s mind first 

doesn’t make much difference in plot development. You can start with a short-
term problem (a bride decides to run away from her wedding rather than walk 

down the aisle) and then think about what kind of a person would get herself into 

this situation. Or you can start with a long-term problem (she has never felt loved 

for herself, only for her position and her money) and think about what kind of 
trouble this woman would get herself into and how you can illustrate that 
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character flaw.  

In thinking about the relationship between the problems, what if and backwards 

plotting are useful techniques. But probably the most important question is neither 
“what if..?” or “what do I need to plant?” It’s “Why?”  

Why?  

The character’s motivation – his reason for doing what he does – is all important. 

People don’t oppose each other just to be nasty. (Well, okay – sometimes they do 
in real life. But fiction has to be logical.) The more understandable the character’s 

reasons are, the more engaging the story will be.  

Why does the character do *this*, rather than *that*? What does the character 

want, and why? Why does the character need to prevent another character from 

reaching a particular goal? Why is this event happening right now instead of last 

year or next month? Why doesn’t the character answer a straightforward question 

with a straightforward answer? Why is this event or problem seemingly the worst 
thing that could happen to this person? Why is this apparently the worst person in 

the world for our character to fall in love with?   

 

If you can explain why – and make your reader believe that the reason is logical 
and sensible for these characters at this point in their lives – then your characters 

can do anything you want them to.  

 
Cause and effect  

As you use What if...? and backwards plotting techniques, developing and arranging 

your story, keep in mind that each development of the short-term problem is at least 

tangentially related to the original difficulty, notching up gradually and growing 
worse overall as time goes on.  

Every event is a cause which has an effect, which in turn is the cause of yet another 
effect. Every episode has consequences which lead to the next episode. This allows 

the plot and conflict to build rather than be a series of unrelated events.  

Remember the heroine we mentioned in the first lecture – the one who falls out of a 

tree, is struck by a car, and has a close encounter with a poisonous snake, all within 

the first few chapters? In her case, the situation doesn’t build. One event doesn’t 

lead to another, because they’re totally unrelated. (Unless, of course, we can make 

our reader believe that the heroine has been pushed from the tree by the same 
person who’s later driving the car, and who plants the poisonous snake... and the 

heroine thinks it’s the hero.)  
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Plot building  

Let’s go back to the heroine we proposed at the start of this lecture. What if her 

long-term problem is that she’s never felt loved for herself – and her short-term 
problem is that as she’s ready to walk down the aisle, she discovers that her 

fiancé is only after her money?  

What if she decides to run instead of going through with the wedding? But why 

would she go to such lengths? Wouldn’t she just tell her father about the fiancé? 

Probably – so what if we have her try, but her father refuses to believe her and 

goes to get the fiancé? That creates time pressure – if she’s going to leave, she’s 
got to do it immediately, without any time to plan or pack.  

What does she take with her? What does she leave behind? Where is she going – or 

does she have any idea at all? If she only has fifteen minutes to escape, how does 
she go about it? Does she run in her wedding gown? That could be really 

inconvenient – so let’s have her take a minute to get out of it and into jeans. But 

that means she has five fewer minutes to think about where she’s going or what 

she’ll need.  

Or for that matter how she’s going to get away. What if the wedding’s not at an 

ordinary church, but at her father’s estate – which is locked up even tighter than 
usual to provide security for the wedding guests and gifts? If she tries to get past 

the gates, she’ll be discovered. She can’t take her car; she can’t hump a suitcase 

over the wall. And time is ticking away.  

What if she has help? Who would be in a position to help her? An estate 

employee? Not likely – it would be a great way to lose a job. A short-term 

employee, like a florist or a caterer? A wedding guest? Maybe. But how’s she going 
to find this person who’s willing to help? How will she know who’s safe to 

approach?  

What if she doesn’t approach him but runs into him? Falls over him? What’s he 
doing? Why is he there? What if he’s someone who has ties to the estate and the 

family, but who isn’t dependent on it for his livelihood? What if he’s too much a 

gentleman for his own good, and he’s suffering from a long-term crush on her? 

How about the gardener’s son, who’s come to visit his father? He grew up there 
and knows where there’s a secret gate, so he can help her get out. And he’s not a 

wedding guest, so he’s in a place she wouldn’t expect him to be.  

What if he realizes that the ex-bride is too stressed to be sensible, so he goes 

along to keep her safe? – those gentlemanly instincts of his, mixed up with his 

long-term crush. He even takes her in his car, since she can’t get hers out of the 
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garage. And we don’t want her to have a car anyway – it would be too easy to 
trace. But now we’re back to having all the same problems – she’ll be seen leaving 

in his car. Unless she leaves through the wall, and he drives out in the usual way, 

and then they won’t be suspected of being together.  

Now we have them both outside the wall, with a set of wheels but not much else. No 

change of clothes, no cash, just what’s in his pockets and her purse. But where are 

they going to go?  

What if she’s so annoyed at her father for not believing her that she’s ready to run 

away altogether? And what if she’s ticked enough about being fooled by her fiancé 
the gold-digger that she proposes to the gardener’s son? She figures if she’s going to 

be married for money it might as well be to a man of her choice. What if he thinks 

she might just be crazy enough to do it, so he agrees just in order to keep her from 

doing something even crazier? What if they decide to elope, choosing a destination 

where they can be married without delay?  

Does she mean to go through with it? Does he? Or are they just going through the 

motions? In the meantime, however, they’ve got to start off somewhere; they can’t 
just sit outside the estate. So they might as well head toward their selected marital 

destination.  

It’s a long way, and they know her father will be looking for them. How are they 

going to manage the trip? We don’t want it to be too easy. So let’s do some 

backward plotting and have her be honorable and leave her diamond ring behind, 

so she can’t pawn it.  

What resources do they have? Surely they each have at least one credit card, 

but card transactions are easily traced. He’s planned a day trip, so he’s got only 
a little cash. She was figuring on a honeymoon abroad, so she doesn’t have 

much cash either.  

They’re pulled over by a highway patrolman for having faulty lights (backwards 
plotting point: let’s make it an old car, which also gives us an excuse for her 

tripping over him – he was lying in the driveway changing the oil). With a ticket, 

they can’t drive the car till it’s fixed, but they can’t wait around for the mechanic 

either – so they buy another vehicle for their getaway. Since they’re short of cash, 
they have to settle for a clunker of a truck. At least now nobody can guess what 

they’re driving.  

But they have no cash left at all. In order to replenish their resources, they have no 

choice but to use a credit card. To throw off pursuers, they drive in the opposite 

direction from their real destination to get a cash advance from an ATM. That goes 
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smoothly, prompting them to try for a bigger score before the credit card issuer is 
notified that there’s a problem. But when they go into a bank to make a larger 

withdrawal, the teller realizes there’s a flag on the account and she confiscates both 

the credit card and the heroine’s ID. They have to run again to avoid being 

questioned about how they got the credit card, without the cash they’d hoped to get 
and now with the heroine having no driver’s license.  

 

When they reach a place where they can be married, she can’t prove her identity, so 

they’re refused a marriage license... but (remember she was going on a honeymoon 
abroad?) she does have her passport, so they can get over that hurdle...  

One event leading to the next. One incident becoming the cause of the next event. 

One problem complicating the next. What if and backwards plotting working 

together to create a logical, almost inevitable plot.  

Assignment: Use what you’ve learned about conflicts, problems, and plotting 

techniques to develop a new idea of your own.  

Discussion question: What techniques do you use early in the thinking process 

to weed out ideas which will work from those which won’t?  

Copyright 2004 Leigh 
Michaels Hi, there –  

There’s an example of my own what if & backwards plotting work on my “Classroom 
on the Web” site if you’d like to take a look. The precise URL is 

http://home.mchsi.com/~webclass/shoulder.htm and the piece is a lecture from my 

Barnes & Noble class in romance writing, when we were using The Boss’s Daughter 

as a supplemental text.  

In fact, you might find the entire site interesting as it has a great many 

resources (characterization worksheets, plotting worksheets, etc.) from my 

books, Creating Romantic Characters and Writing the Romance Novel. 

The Classroom on the Web homepage is http://home.mchsi.com/~webclass.  

Thank you to everybody for a great workshop— to Susan for planning and 

coordinating, Nan for taking care of details, and all of you for taking part. It’s been 

fun.  

Happy plotting! I’ll be around for the rest of the day and will check in on the 

weekend, so don’t hesitate to ask last minute questions.  

All the best, Leigh Michaels  


