
Lesson Four – Reverse Outline 

 

If you’re anything like me, you’ve started an entire novel because of a scene. Usually that scene 

is the climax, what the entire plot is working toward—a reader’s reward for a story well written.  

So where do we start? The beginning of course. And onward we work, forcing that story to fit 

into that last scene like a broken puzzle piece. 

But what happens when we get stuck? Or worse, when that piece doesn’t fit? Early on in my 

career, I stowed away a great many manuscripts for this very reason. I knew where my story was 

going but not how to get it there. 

So what if instead of starting at the beginning… we start with the end? If we work our way 

backwards from that last scene, we don’t have to force those pieces to fit because we’re 

discovering how we got there. 

This is probably the easiest of all the lessons for me, because it’s the one I use with every book I 

write. KM Weiland calls this the Reverse Outline. And while I may not outline the entire thing 

this way, its often the method I use to discover how I ended up at my climax. 

For example, I’m going to pull a rabbit out of my hat and throw something together for you. 

Let’s say we end our story here: 

 

End Scene: The cowboy rides away, leaving the heroine watching him with tears in her eyes as 

he disappears into the sunset, leading a cuffed bad guy behind his horse. 

Before: They share one last kiss, knowing he must go and turn in the outlaw for the reward that 

will save their farm. 

Before: In a fight, the cowboy disarms the outlaw and then wrestles him into handcuffs on the 

ground. 

Before: The cowboy tackles the outlaw, freeing the heroine in the process. 

Before: The outlaw tosses the heroine over his shoulder and proceeds toward his horse with her, 

as she fights and yells for the cowboy. 

Before: The outlaw comes to the farm, looking to kidnap the heroine—after all the cowboy is 

hunting for him and would never suspect he’d be there. 

 

And you can keep going right up until your first chapters. You can make your event chart as 

detailed as you’d like. Generally mine are pretty vague, because I like pantsing all the details.  

You give it a shot, take a scene (it can be from anywhere) and work backwards to see what 

happens first! 


