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KEEP YOUR PANTS ON 

How to outline your romance novel when you don’t know a 

thing about story structure and the whole ideas of pre-planning 

your story freezes you. And enjoy doing it! 
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HELLO and thank you for joining me this morning. 

For those of you who do not know me, my name is Ray-Anne but you may be more 

familiar with my pen name. As Nina Harrington I have written 19 contemporary 

romance and romantic mystery books for Harlequin and Carina UK.  

I also write non-fiction books and training courses for writers and have self-

published 16 books to date.  

 

PLOTTERS AND PANTSERS 

How many people in this room would call themselves a pantser? 

Are you an Intuitive Writer? Does the idea of having to plan your romance novel in 

advance freeze you and block you, even though you are afraid of getting lost or never 

finishing a new story? 

Well here is the good news. There is a middle way. I call it emotional story maps and 

you don’t need to learn complicated theoretical story structure to make the process 

work for you.

 

FOR A FULL TRANSCRIPT OF THE PRESENTATION GO TO : 

http://ninaharrington.com/rwa-2017 

http://ninaharrington.com/rwa-2017
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CHALLENGES – The Pantser Process 

I know that when we set out to write any new story there is always a mixture of 

exhilaration and terror. 

Excitement about the new adventure we are about to take – and yet in the back of our 

minds is a big solid lump of fear. 

There are so many things to think about when it comes to planning a new romance 

that it can be paralysing. 

Especially when we are all pushed for time. 

We all have busy lives. Many of us here today have day jobs and demanding family 

commitments. There are only so many hours in the day that you can committ to your 

writing. 

So doesn’t it makes sense to work smarter and use your imagination in the most 

effective way possible? 

As a fulltime writer I know that the easiest and most interesting thing to do is to dive 

into a new story and start writing down your ideas and snatches of dialogue in the 

hope that everything will sort itself out later.  

This is what we love to do – create characters and let them drive the action on the 

page. It’s exciting and energising. We get to choose to spend time in a wonderful 

location, which can anywhere from a Regency ballroom to a luxury Greek villa right 

through to a haunted mansion or a spaceship. 

It is magical. 

So we dive in and start exploring this new world and the people who live there, 

moving them around like chess pieces and hope for the best. 

There are many very successful authors who have always used that process and will 

tell you that they never outline. 

They just sit down and the story magically appears from the mist and the characters 

sit around and chat and then go off and something happens to them. The end. 

 

Except of course – they do outline. But they outline in their heads.  

Successful authors have years, perhaps decades, of reading and writing experience 

and they know intuitively how to write a first draft which will get their characters 

onto the page as quickly as possible. They can see the story roll out inside their heads 
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like movies, based on their deep experience and instinctive knowledge of the genre 

conventions.  

They are happy to write a first draft which has twice the wordcount that they need, 

because they know that they will explore all of the possible side alleys the characters 

have walked down on the journey in that draft. 

Then they spend serious amounts of time editing and revising that first draft – and 

rewriting until a story emerges. 

You have probably heard the idea that there are major ‘obligatory scenes’ in any 

romance. Our readers expect those scenes to be there and so do editors. 

Professional authors have a deep understanding of those story patterns. 

They know how to propel the story forward from chapter to chapter and story point 

to story point, and if you asked them for an outline they would show you some 

scribbled piece of paper with a simple flow chart or mind map with ideas about how 

the story can move forwards. 

The end result is a rough first draft where your characters have come out and played 

and surprised you a few times. 

Then you have to put your editor’s hat on and really get working on the story 

structure so that you can shape that rough draft into the most compelling story that it 

can be.  

 

I think you can see that writing commercial fiction as a pantser has some serious 

challenges. 
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How many people here have half-written novels and partials languishing in a box or 

a folder on their computer? 

 You dive into the story and start writing. Your heroine is a great girl and she 

starts talking to you about the life and personal history – but the more you 

write, the more you realize that your idea for the hero is not going to work 

with this heroine. She is going to need someone completely different who can 

challenge her in different ways. 

 The story idea you started with doesn’t work. It is too easy to fix or too 

complicated to work out or worst still, boring. Dare I mention Cupcake shops?  

 Suddenly you have more characters than the bible in your book, you are 

20,000 words in and the heroine hasn’t met the hero yet. 

 You are 40,000 words in and the story falls apart. You don’t know where it is 

going and you have no clue how the hero and heroine are going to break 

through the barriers holding them apart and get together. 

 

Does any of that sound familiar? 

I could go on. But you know what happens when things go wrong and you don’t think 

your story is working.  

We lose momentum.  

We lose interest.  

We stop and move on to the next shiny new story which is untainted by your sense of 

frustration and failure. 

We start to wonder why we ever thought that we could write a romance in the first 

place. 

 

Stop right there. Here is the secret.  

When you are planning to write a new romance story, all you need to focus on are the 

characters, and how they are going to change during the course of the romance as a 

result of the relationship. 

We can leverage the power of the one very special aspect of romance fiction which 

makes it unique; the emotional journey that our hero and heroine will take and how 

they change as a result of the romance relationship.  

This is the process professional romance authors use to develop their novels – and 

save time and frustration. Now you can do the same.  
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And keep your pants on!  

You can free write as part of the story development process and that is the key to 

bringing them the best from your characters. 

You can keep that same excitement and energy – that spark of discovery – but this 

time you know that you are not only going to finish the book but your characters are 

going to show you the way. 

 

I can see some people thinking – not sure about this outlining lark – not for me. 
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Let’s begin by killing a few myths that intuitive writers tell themselves.  

 

Myth One. 

Oh, I am totally right brained. I couldn’t possibly plan out anything before I start to 

write. It is just not possible. 

Not true. 

The idea from the 1970s that all of the creative processes are carried out in the right 

brain and the logical sequential processes totally in the left has now been debunked, 

and replaced instead by multiple studies which have shown that the brain does have 

distinct regions, but neural networks across the entire brain work together to build 

the abstract concept that we call imagination.  

Recent studies in neurology have indicated that our ability to speak and interpret 

spoken sounds is much older than our ability to write. 

When we learn to read and write we have to train our minds to associate symbols 

with sounds and then the sounds to words, but we were born with the capacity to 

learn language and communicate through speech.  

http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/beautiful-minds/the-real-neuroscience-of-creativity/
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Intuitive writers can relate to this idea that they can harness both neural networks 

but tend to be guided by sensory details, visuals, memories and emotional 

experiences associated with the lower part of the brain when they are writing new 

stories. 

You can decide to access different parts of your brain and learn new ways of thinking 

at any time. Brain function is constantly changing.  

 

Myth Two 

I need to learn how to become a planner and spend weeks studying story structure 

with the screenwriting gurus before I can even begin to plan my romance. 

Also not true. 

Most professional romance writers that I know are self-taught and came to writing, 

like you, from a deep passion for reading romance fiction and genre fiction in 

general.  

How many hours a week do we spend enjoying and internalising stories from fiction, 

TV dramas, the movies, advertising copy and animations? 

These story patterns are imprinted into our neural pathways.  

We develop intuitive expectations about what we expect to see and read and 

experience when we read a romance, no matter what subgenre we love the most.  

By the time we reach adulthood we have an internal library of thousands of stories 

and we intuitively understand the shape of how those stories are formed.  

This creates a form of mental muscle memory which every writer uses when they 

have to create words, whether it is a short story or an epic ten volume saga with 

hundreds of characters. 

 The net result? 

We create an image of what we want to say and this magically emerges at our 

fingertips in the form of words and those words are combined into sentences. 

 

Myth Three 

I only have a spark of a story idea. There is no way that I can plan out a whole 

romance novel and still want to write it. 

Not if you focus on the holistic emotional journey the characters will take, rather 

than a rigid step by step process.  

You don’t have to plan the whole story. 
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The goal of emotional story mapping is to give you a kick start to the opening few 

sequences of scenes in your romance. How far you go with the original character 

development will be determined by where the characters take you – once they are on 

the page and talking and interacting.  

It has been my experience that this level of character work will make it possible to set 

a few signposts further down the story track with a good view of the final destination. 

But you have to get those characters onto the story world stage and make them come 

alive so that they can tell you how they want to reach the end. 

 

 

MY STORY 

 

 

How do I know this? Because I had to throw what little I knew about 

writing out of the window and start again from scratch when I decided to 

write romance fiction. 

I soon discovered that watching back to back episodes of ER and Doctor House and 

other medical TV dramas will not qualify you to take out someone’s appendix.  
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There was something missing. 

YOU NOT HAVE TO BE ABLE TO TELL A STORY. 

YOU HAVE TO BE ABLE TO CREATE AN EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE 

FOR A READER – AND TO DO THAT, YOU NEED TO UNDERSTAND 

STORY CRAFT. 

 

 

 

I became obsessed with learning how to write the best story possible and was 

fortunate enough to attend seminars from Robert McKee, John Sherlock, John Truby 

and others. This was backed up with hundreds of craft books and articles from play-

rights, screenwriters and authors. 

My pharmacy degree took three years to complete.  

When I was offered a contract with Harlequin in September 2008 it was six years 

after leaving my full time job. 

Since then I have written 19 romance novels with Harlequin and Carina and even win 

a few romance wards along the way.  

 

Story structure and story craft techniques are super-useful tools when you are ready 

to self-edit and revise your completed manuscript, but can freeze a lot of writers 

when they try and use them to outline a new novel.  



Page 11 of 38 
 

I also discovered that extremely detailed story planning with scene lists and pages of 

character biographies was usually a wonderful way to procrastinate before I found 

the courage to get my hero and heroine on the page and find out where they would 

take me. 

My characters totally ignored the complex character arcs I had spent days writing 

and just went off and did their own thing. 

Because there is one thing that every romance reader and writer understands. 

We come to romance to have an emotional experience. 

Once you understand that, we can work out how to deliver that emotional experience 

every time. 

Of course this is my cue for huge self-doubt. 

How do I know that these two people I have invited inside my head will even want to 

talk to me? What if they just stand on opposite sides of the dance floor with their 

heads turned away, in sullen silence, and we are only half way through the story? 

How do I fix a sagging middle? [ And I am not referring to my writer’s girth on this 

occasion.] 

What if I don’t have a story at all and I am just kidding myself? 

How am I even going to get to the end of this first rough draft? 

In short… crippling procrastination born out of self-doubt and fear.  

And I know that I am not the only one.  

How do I get over these blocks and barriers? 

 

1. By working on the characters before anything else.  

2. Using their emotional journey to create a working map of the romance story. 

3. Then bring them onto the page under the hot lamp of a story situation which 

will create additional external conflict between them and force them to act and 

react, and in the process reveal that deep character. 

4. What I am looking for are emotional trigger points and marker points along 

the emotional story map, which will spark my imagination so that the writing 

is fun, flows fast and delivers on the promise of the romance. 

5. Let me be clear. I am talking here about starting a new story. This is not 

classical four act story structure, although it meshes perfectly with it [natch]. 

This is a story map. A pattern of events which will lead you through a winding 
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track through a thick forest safe to the other side – and allow time for 

diversions down side tracks. 

How? I use a 6-step story development system. 

And I would like to share it with you. 

 

EMOTIONAL STORY MAPS 

 

To plan out any new romance story and spark your imagination as quickly as 

possible, you basically need to do six things. 

 

Step One: Develop a simple story idea or situation which you can 

describe in a few sentences.  

Step Two: Focus on ONE main character who will open the story. 

Step Three: Give that main character ONE limiting belief.  

Step Four: Give that main character ONE reason why they are at the end 

of their tether when the story opens.   

Step Five: Create the ideal hero or heroine who is going to challenge your 

main character and fall in love with them. 

Step Six: Combine the Story Idea with the Character Idea and get your 

main character onto the page and inside that story world – then 

introduce the lover. 
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Once you understand the mindset of your heroine or hero you can begin to map out 

the emotional story structure of your romance novel – by using the internal conflict 

and character change of that main character.  

 

Let’s work through each of those six steps in sequence. 

 

 

 

Step One: Develop a simple story idea or situation which you can 

describe in a few sentences.  

This is the truly fun part of any story development process.  

You are completely free to choose any character type or location or story situation in 

any romance subgenre or time frame or story world. Isn’t that a magical gift? 

This is also the one area where writers spend a huge amount of time, worrying about 

coming up with a new and fresh story idea which will bring your hero and heroine 

together.  

The truth is, you only need to have a fleeting idea about the story situation or story 

idea to get started.  

There is a reason why romance story tropes like the Cinderella story, or Fake 

Fiancee, are so successful – they are shortcuts into your story idea and storyworld. 

Our job is to play the What If game and come up with a story idea. 

Example story situation: What if?  

A city girl leaves her highflying corporate career and retrains as a baker after an 

accident.  She is making her best friend’s wedding cake. 
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What if? I use the Best Friend’s brother trope to introduce the hero? 

 

Step Two: Focus on ONE character. 

There are going to be two character arcs in any romance, since both the heroine and 

the hero will be transformed a result of the romance relationship. 

But at the planning stage it will pay dividends to focus on ONE character and use 

that profile as the driver for the start of the story. 

I would usually recommend that you spend time developing the character of the 

heroine.  

We want the reader to see the world through her eyes and step into her shoes and fall 

in love with the hero at the same time as she does. 

You can always switch the Point of View character during the self-edit, or when you 

have completed the first sequence of scenes, but starting with the heroine means that 

you will get to the heart of your romance story as fast as possible.   

So dive deep into this one character so that you know who she is and how she is likely 

to act and react when the hero starts challenging her.  

Give her a name. 

Ask her some questions about her life and what she loves to do in her ordinary world 

and what she would actually like to do instead. 

Look for photos of actresses or celebrities who you imagine would look like your 

character, and  start asking deep and searching questions about how your character 

sees the world and how it works, and her place in that world.  

Worked Example: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Boss. 

http://amzn.to/1WWOIr0
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The heroine of this story is Antonia [Toni] Baldoni who has accepted a commission 

to paint the portrait of the CEO of Elstrom Industries. 

Toni needs the money to help pay for her younger sister’s gap year with something 

left for the university fees. Toni has taken care of her sister since their parent’s death.  

  

I liked the look of Natalie Portman in the Thor Movie for this character. 

 

 

 

Step Three: Give your heroine ONE limiting belief.  

This girl will probably have more baggage than Victoria Beckam launching a new 

fashion collection. But do you know what? You don’t need to know all  of this when 

you are planning a new novel. The character will reveal more gremlins as you write.  

This is how screenwriting coach Michael Hauge defines Internal Conflict: 

“Internal Conflict is whatever quality within the character that prevents him from 

achieving real self-worth.” 

Give this girl ONE major fear or limiting belief that you can use as her 

internal conflict in this story.  

http://amzn.to/1La71lG
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Look into her past and chose one event which shaped the way she thinks about life- 

her “ghost”. This is her wound – the unhealing source of continuing pain. 

 How does she stop that pain from happening again - what is the one rule she 

lives by? How has that event informed their current controlling and limiting 

belief systems which sets the rules about how they live their life? 

 How can this limiting belief become a relationship barrier? 

This is crucial to developing the internal emotional conflicts which will keep the hero 

and heroine apart. 

These controlling and sometimes limiting beliefs set the rules the character uses to 

make decisions in their life, especially when it comes to protecting themselves from 

emotional pain or loss.  

In the opening chapters the reader will only know how the character reacts to the 

challenges they are hit with, but it is crucial that you know the deep seated root cause 

of these beliefs which are the foundation for the character’s internal conflicts. 

In a romance we are mainly concerned with the emotional internal conflicts but there 

could be several layers to these beliefs which will be revealed at the crisis key 

decision points in the story. 

Worked Example: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Boss. 

When her artist parents died when she was 18 and her sister was 12, Toni had to 

become the breadwinner and gave up her training in fine art to work in 

commercial photography to pay the bills and take care of her sister. 

Toni feels unworthy of love and has suffered lots of rejection of all kinds in her life. 

She fears giving her heart only to have it rejected again – leaving her abandoned 

and feeling used. Her core belief is therefore that people will use you and get what 

they want and then reject you and let you down if you open your heart.  

So don’t love them and let them boss you around. Stay in control and only worry 

about yourself. They will leave you and abandon you in the end. 

 

  

http://amzn.to/1WWOIr0
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Step Four: Give her ONE reason why she is at the end of her tether when 

the story opens.   

Just ONE.  

This is usually the ONE thing that she wants at that moment but feels frustrated that 

she cannot achieve.  

Link to the story idea to make the character come alive in that story situation. 

The hero and the heroine must have a powerful and all- consuming short term goal 

when the story opens which is easy to understand and for the reader to relate to.  

The stakes for reaching that goal must be set high to make the reader care. 

Worked Example: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Boss. 

Toni Baldoni wants to survive this embarrassing lingerie party that her sister and 

her pals set up for her and then get ready to paint the portrait of a company CEO. 

Toni needs the money for her sister – but the commission is touched with sadness. 

After this portrait Toni is going to work full time for the TV company so this could 

be the last portrait that she ever paints, ending her family’s long history as portrait 

painters. Marking the start of her new life. So the sooner she gets the work done the 

better! 

 

 

http://amzn.to/1WWOIr0
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Step Five: Create the ideal hero or heroine who is going to challenge your 

main character and fall in love with them. Link this other character to 

the story idea so that their relationship is locked into the story idea at the 

same time. 

The main character is going to be the person who has to make the biggest character 

change over the course of the story.  

Once you have a powerful limiting and controlling internal belief for your main 

character, you can think about the other character in this romance; the lover. 

They have their own controlling beliefs and challenges but right now we are only 

working with the main character. 

This is broad strokes characterisation at this stage and the goal is have just enough to 

have these two characters off the page and onto the story stage, acting and reacting 

and talking about what matters to them. 

The stronger the heroine, then the stronger the hero. He has to be a good match and 

equal to her in every way, with the qualities she needs in her life at that moment.  

If she had been betrayed in the past, then he has to show that he is loyal and honest 

and worthy of her trust. And not just once.   

In these opening scenes he has to come onto the page and be totally authentic and 

honest from the start. No pretence.  One lie here and unless it is powerfully 

motivated then the heroine will never trust him. 

So think of a couple of ways in which a hero would attack that specific ONE internal 

conflict that the heroine is wearing as her armour. 
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Step Six: Combine the Story Idea with the Character Idea for your hero 

or heroine and get that one character onto the page in that story world – 

then introduce the lover. 

This is play time.  

Free writing as an experiment to get the “feel” of whether this character and this 

story idea is someone you like and want to spend time with for the next few weeks or 

months. 

The hero and heroine are going to walk onto the stage with all of their existing 

controlling ideas in place. 

Now let’s look at how you do that using Emotional Story Maps. 
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Using Emotional Story Maps 

I love maps. Don’t you?  

I am lucky enough to have travelled around the world and walked in some wonderful 

locations – but I am no adrenaline junkie. I always took a map so that I knew where I 

was going and equally important, how I could find my way back. This was unknown 

territory and I had no clue what I was going to find around the next corner or on the 

other side of the mountain. 

Did I always stick to the map? 

Of course not. But I felt confident about wandering off down the side streets away 

from the tourist areas because I knew I could find a way back to the main road at any 

time. I knew where I was. I knew where I was going; I had a plan on how to get there 

and how to make my way back. Having a map made each journey an exciting and 

interesting adventure. 

 

What I found was the map was not a constraint. 

In fact it was the precise opposite. 

Having a map gave me the freedom and the confidence to explore areas just off the 

road which I would have otherwise have missed if I had to stumble around looking 

for signs and asking kind strangers who did not speak English how to get back on the 

track. Make sense? 

When it comes to writing, an outline frames the world of the story and gives you a 

main road which tracks the story from start to end. 

You know who your travelling companions are going to be, and where they want to 

go on this journey. There will be some stopping off points and crossroads marked on 
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the map where you know that you have to stop and make sure that you take the right 

turning. 

The story magic happens when you step off the tarmac and onto the dirt track which 

leads towards the magic forest.  

You can still see the road if you look over one shoulder and that gives you the 

confidence and the freedom to explore as much as you want and learn new things 

about the characters that are walking by your side.  

What do they do when they see the unicorn? Or find a shallow grave with some fresh 

flowers on top? Or come across their boyfriend frolicking *cough* with their best 

friend? What do they feel and say and do and what path does that take them down 

before you re-join the main road together? Or do you decide that there is a better 

road for your characters? 

An outline of a story map is a starting point for an exciting journey into the unknown. 

By using an emotional map of the opening sequence of scenes in a story I know that I 

have set down a welcome mat for the characters which will allow them to take over, 

but still guide them on a journey which will lead to a satisfying ending. 

The first draft is always going to be for yourself. Nobody else is going to read it or 

critique it unless you want them to. That’s why it doesn’t matter that it is the absolute 

bare bones of your final story which needs fleshing out, or, in my case overwritten 

with way too much detail, which will need pruning back.  

You can write the scenes out of order when the idea hits you, capture a snatch of 

dialogue what slips into your head and generally get this first rough draft down any 

way you like. 

This is playtime. Your set light to your creativity and let it rocket into the sky. 
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The goal is this; to create a frame around your characters and the world they inhabit 

and then set them free to reveal their deep character within the confines of that 

frame. 

 You are creating a magical stage where your characters can come alive. 

The story idea or story situation means that the hero and heroine are trapped inside 

a situation similar to a closed furnace or crucible, where the pressure and heat inside 

this crucible will build and build over the story until they are forced to make a leap of 

faith and break down the old barriers in order to escape.  

That is what we are trying to capture on paper. 

To create that closed crucible we have to frame the story world in a believable way. 

Think of it like a movie set or the backcloth to a play.  

Here is the stage.  

Let’s bring on the players. 
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CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT 

 

Where do they start out physically and emotionally? And where do they end up at the 

end of the road?  

For example. Jane Eyre. Starts out as the unwanted child in a great house where her 

aunt and cousins despise her. Alone and friendless and fearful and powerless. She 

has no control over what happens to her and has to endure great physical and 

psychological suffering.  

Jane ends up an independently wealthy woman married to the man she loves – on 

her terms where she is completely in control. 

 How she moves from one state to another forms the backbone of the story. 

 How did she get the strength to stand up for herself and the truth?  

 What were the crucial events along the way which made her the woman she 

turned out to be? She made the decision to walk away from Rochester. 

This is the character change, or character arc, that readers want to see in a romance. 

 

The Expanded Four Stage Emotional Story Structure 

First you break down the emotional character arc for your main 

character into a Four Stage Emotional Story Structure which will take 

that character from the start to the end of your story in very broad 

strokes. 

Then you use the power of this emotional transformation to spark ideas 

for the scenes which will move the story and your character from one 

stage to the next. 
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Start of Character Arc >>>>Resistance>>>>Growth>>>>>> 

Transformation 

In very broad strokes, stage one of your romance should cover the sequence of scenes 

where you introduce the hero and heroine, have them meet and then set on a journey 

to a relationship. 

Stage One Stage Two Stage Three Stage Four 

Show the hero 

and heroine in 

their ordinary 

life, with the 

limiting beliefs 

they have 

created to 

protect 

themselves. 

This is the 

falling in love 

stage! Show 

how the hero 

and heroine 

start to see that 

their lives can 

be different – if 

they let go of 

their old 

beliefs. 

Commitment to 

the other 

person leading 

to increased 

vulnerability – 

but then 

something 

happens which 

challenges 

them again and 

they revert back 

to the old fears. 

All is lost. 

They take a leap 

of faith and do 

what they have 

always wanted 

to do - because 

of the romance 

relationship. 

 

Expand each stage of the map into scenes. 

Each of these four Stages is made up of a sequence of scenes in your manuscript.  For 

any romance story there are going to be a number of “obligatory scenes” which 

conform to an expected story pattern for a romance novel. 

These will act as signposts on the journey – but your unique voice and story idea will 

determine how you travel from signpost to signpost. 

You know that there is a light at the end of the tunnel, but the train track has to 

divert around the mountain and into the next valley before it re-joins the main line 

and speeds towards the end of the line. 

The emotional structure sets the pace for the story. 

By following a story pattern, you can manipulate the sequence of revelations and 

action and reaction steps in the story so that the reader has to keep turning the pages 

to find out what happens next. 
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Stage One: Start of Character Arc. 

The opening image and opening scene, with the main character in their ordinary 

world. Create immediate connection between the reader and this character and hint 

or show their need and want. 

They meet the lover who has their own needs and wants and barriers to a 

relationship. Then set out the external storyline and conflict. 

In very broad strokes, stage one of your romance should cover the sequence of scenes 

where you introduce the hero and heroine, have them meet and then set on a journey 

to a relationship. 

What have they always been afraid of? How can you demonstrate that on the page? 

What have they always wanted to do? How can you demonstrate that on the page? 

What happened in the past should still be causing them problems in the present - in 

the form of self-defeating beliefs and behaviour. Their ghost or wound still causes 

them pain. 

What happens in this sequence of scenes which provokes a fundamental shift or 

change in the character or their situation? How does this crisis kick off the story? 

Why now? 

By the end of the book they have to learn how to break through those limiting beliefs. 

They have to move from living in a state of fear to living courageously. 
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The reader wants to see that character transformed over the course of the book 

because of her relationship and the difficult choices she has to make under pressure - 

so you have to show on the page how much of a journey that person is going to have 

to make and how much they will resist the pain of having to face their fears. 

The bigger the fear, the greater the satisfaction for the reader. 

 

How to Expand Stage One into a Sequence of Scenes 

 

To use the emotional story map process, you focus on one character and bring them 

onto the page as quickly as possible.  

Don’t worry about making the opening scenes perfect; there is a good chance that 

they will have to be rewritten because by the time you have reached the end of the 

draft manuscript, you will understand a lot more about what the character arc for 

your main character looks like at the end. Then you can go back and set up the scenes 

to reveal the beginning.  

This is also not the place for lengthy descriptions of the location, backstory or the 

weather of this story world. All of those elements have to be woven into the dialogue 

or brief introspection. 

Stage One 

Show the hero and heroine in their ordinary life, with the limiting 

beliefs they have created to protect themselves. 

Set up the hero. Set up the heroine.  The hero and heroine meet for 

the first time. 

Something happens to upset their ordinary worlds and throw them 

out of balance, which forces them to make a decision which will lock 

them together. 

 

Stage One. 

The opening scene has to work very hard. 

Normally the point of view [POV] character is the heroine but I have used the hero 

and it can work well.  

The key thing is that you have to have someone on the page who a reader – you in 

this case, since this first draft is for yourself – can root for and sympathise with.  
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You have to like this person, whether it is the hero or the heroine, and want to spend 

time with them. 

Show us this person leading their ordinary life, then allow this character to reveal 

why they are feeling stressed and at the end of their tether and hint at that one 

limiting belief that guides their life. 

 

Stage One. Part 1  

So the first scene is usually setting up the hero or the heroine in the story acting and 

reacting to the world around them. What does she want and who or what is blocking 

her from getting it? This opening scene establishes the romance subgenre and the 

location. 

Stage One. Part 2 

The second scene introduces the other main character. So if I have the heroine POV 

in scene one, then the hero is in scene two. In both cases, by the end of each scene the 

reader should have a good idea about who this person is and what they are doing and 

feeling inside this story world. 

Worked Example: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Boss. 

First Scene. The hero, Scott Elstrom, is in Alaska driving a dog sled across a frozen 

sea to meet his plane at the research base. 

Second Scene. The heroine, Toni Baldoni, is in the warm cosy town house in London 

having a birthday party with her sister and her friends. 

Stage One. Part 3 

Both of these set-up scenes can be very short – a few pages at most, because the third 

element is all about getting them together on the page. Their first meeting. 

The scene where our hero and heroine meet will set the tone for the rest of the 

romance story. It could be negative, confrontational, suspicious or embarrassing and 

funny. But it should always provide the spark for the rest of the romance. 

One note – please don’t fall into the trap of the “insta-lust” type of first meeting scene 

where you only describe how much the hero wants to see the heroine without 

clothing – unless you are writing that kind of erotic romance where this is the 

expected form for this scene. 

There should be some kind of hook here beyond physical attraction. If the story 

situation means that the hero and heroine are competing for the same thing or are 

http://amzn.to/1WWOIr0
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unsure of one another, then that doubt will offset any attraction just like it does in 

life. 

Is it possible to create a “Conflict Lock” for the hero and heroine, where each person 

is highly motivated to achieve a certain thing – but if they do, it will block the other 

person from having what they want? 

This is why it is super-useful to work on the character needs for one character at the 

start and set it up so that the hero or heroine wants the same thing for different 

reasons. 

When the heroine first meets the hero she may already know who he is, or recognises 

him from the past when he was at high school in this small town and very much from 

the wrong side of the tracks. Do you see the idea? 

If you are writing a novella or a very short romance novel, then this can actually be 

the opening scene and you go straight into the action, as seen from the POV of the 

hero or heroine. 

In this case the story idea will guide why these two people have been brought 

together in a situation which is outside of their ordinary lives. 

The detailed internal beliefs will have to be woven into the scenes through dialogue 

or introspection later. 

Stage One. Part 4.  Something happens to upset their ordinary worlds. 

It could be the fact that they are meeting for the first time or it could be some 

external trigger linked to the story situation which forces them to react to the event. 

Worked Example: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Boss. 

Scott travels to London, dishevelled and exhausted, expecting to stay with his sister 

and walks into Toni’s lingerie birthday party. She thinks he is the male stripper her 

friends have hired. He thinks his sister had some interesting friends. What he does 

not expect to find is that Toni is staying in the house and he will have to co-habit. 

Each scene will have one character who drives the action and conflict, which leads 

the other character to have an emotional response and then a physical response to 

what has happened. They have to make a decision about what to do next. 

The resolution of the conflict in one sequence means that a new decision was taken, 

which will automatically lead into the beginning of the next scene, which will lead to 

a new decision which will spin off to another decision. 

So each scene automatically generates a follow on scene as a reaction to the new 

decision. 

http://amzn.to/1WWOIr0
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In this segment there could be some attraction and they fight it as being ridiculous. 

Stage One. Part 5. Something happens which forces them to make a decision which 

will lock them together. 

It could be as simple as the hero turns the corner on a busy street and spills juice all 

over the heroine. She is shocked and stunned and then angry. She met the hero in the 

bookshop a short while earlier and they chatted, so he is not a stranger. The hero 

invites her to come and change in his house which is just across the street and she 

decides to accept. 

Do you remember that scene from the movie “Notting Hill” when Hugh Grant spills 

juice over Julia Roberts? 

Worked Example: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Boss. 

Toni won’t take no for an answer and turns up at Scott Elstrom’s office to make him 

agree to have his portrait painted, only to find that the place is a total disaster and 

the staff have been let go. Scott needs help and she needs a job, so  they agree to 

work together. 

The whole romance story kicks off from this point. No going back. The reader knows 

that these two people have to travel the journey together from this point. 

The heroine or hero needs the other person to help them or work with them or advise 

them so they are forced to talk to one another as adults. 

This emotional shift leads to increased attraction and awareness that the other 

person does have positive qualities. Being locked together changes their relationship 

and they have to accommodate that. 

This segment marks the end of Stage One. From now on, everything will be different 

and the hero and heroine have set out on a new path. 

 

Stage One and the Emotional Journey 

At the end of Stage One you have to be very clear about the deep seated conflicts 

which are going to prevent your hero and heroine from being together. 

These barriers have to be so powerful and deep seated, that it does not matter if your 

hero and heroine are trapped in a spaceship or working in a busy office in London.  

The belief systems would still be in place, protecting them from harm. 

These barriers may not be the ones that you originally thought of when you started 

writing. They could be extensions of them, or completely different in every way! This 

http://amzn.to/1WWOIr0
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is entirely normal and is only to be expected. You want your characters to take over 

and reveal why and what and who. 

It should be clear that something happened in the past which is still causing them 

problems in the present - in the form of self-defeating beliefs and behaviour. Their 

ghost or wound still causes them pain. 

The internal conflict is what is missing in the life/psychology of the protagonist 

which the other person will fulfil. This person plus that person = something new. 

Something which makes sense. 

The emotional story map for the rest of the book stems from these limiting beliefs 

and patterns. 

Your job as the writer is to show how the character will be transformed as they move 

from Stage One through to Stage Four on the emotional story map. 

By the end of the book they have to learn how to break through those limiting beliefs. 

They have to move from living in a state of fear to living courageously. 

The reader wants to see - and feel – your heroine transformed over the course of the 

book because of her relationship and the difficult choices she has to make under 

pressure. 

As a result, you have to show on the page how much of a journey that person is going 

to have to make and how much they will resist the pain of having to face their fears. 

The bigger the fear, the greater the satisfaction for the reader. 

Of course there has to be a balance. 

You cannot make the hero or heroine so tortured and wracked with grief or doubt 

that they are never going to find their way out without professional help. 

This is also the point where you can spot a lot of problems with your characters and 

their story and the romance. 

Sometimes a great idea simply doesn’t work and it is better to realise that after a few 

thousand words than months of work. 

If that is the case, then go back to the development stage and work through the 6 step 

process until you are happy that you have a strong enough idea to sustain your story 

and the character changes that you want to write about. 

Then start again and write a fresh new sequence of scenes to create a new stage one. 

Don’t worry if all you have are a collection of snippets of dialogue and a skeleton of 

story points and ideas with lots of question marks after them. That’s fine. 
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I know it is tempting to forge ahead and see where the story will take you – but hold 

fire. 

If you can take an hour or two and step back and re-examine where you are with the 

story idea and your two characters, it will pay huge dividends going forwards. 

 

 

How to build on what you have learnt after writing the scenes for Stage One. 

By the end of this opening sequence of scenes, the hero and heroine are locked 

together in some way it is difficult to escape from, usually linked to the story 

situation which brought them together. 

The whole romance story kicks off from this point. No going back. The reader knows 

that these two people have to travel the journey together from this point. 

The heroine or hero needs the other person to help them or work with them or advise 

them so they are forced to talk to one another as adults. 

There will be some emotional shift with increased attraction and awareness that the 

other person does have positive qualities. Being locked together changes their 

relationship and they have to accommodate that. 

So let’s pause at this triangulation point on the route and take our bearings. 

Review what you have written and pull out the key threads 

Now is the time to work backwards through the scenes you have already written and 

note down the key beliefs and fears that you want to work with. 

Pull out ONE internal conflict for the heroine and ONE internal conflict for the hero 

and play the ‘what if’ game. 
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The key idea is that you have a good idea of the major waypoints in the emotional 

story map – but not necessarily how to get from waypoint A to waypoint scene B. 

That is what you are going to discover in the writing. 

The emotional story structure of a romance is built up from the series of choices the 

hero and the heroine make under pressure. 

The story idea or story situation means that the hero and heroine are trapped inside 

a situation similar to a closed furnace or crucible, where the pressure and heat inside 

this crucible will build and build over the story until they are forced to make a leap of 

faith and break down the old barriers in order to escape. 

That is what we are trying to capture on paper. 

 

Summary. 

By the end of Stage One of your romance novel, you must have: 

 Introduced the hero and the heroine. 

 Framed the story world to create a localised stage for the action. 

 Shown the main character in their home setting and shared 

something of their personal life and internal limiting beliefs. 

 Brought the hero and heroine together and thrust them, no matter 

how reluctantly, onto a joint journey of some kind where they will 

have to step outside their personal comfort zones.  

 They are going to disagree about how to solve the problem they have 

been given, but each of them is driven to finish the job and get back 

into their comfort zone and normal life as soon as possible. 

At this point we know who the story is about, the genre, the setting and what the 

main character is struggling with; one external conflict and one major limiting and 

controlling belief.  
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STAGE TWO: RESISTANCE 

Stage Two is a sequence of scenes which show the hero and heroine falling in love 

and acting and reacting to the situation your unique story has placed them in. 

This is the falling in love stage! Show how the hero and heroine start to see that their 

lives can be different – if they let go of their old beliefs. 

The hero and heroine see one another in a new light, and 

Every step of the romance will challenge the character’s coping mechanisms. 

The lover will recognize their true nature and this is scary. 

Stage Two ends with some form of commitment. 

 

Stage Two. Part 1 

A bonding event brings the hero into contact with the heroine and the relationship 

begins to develop from there. 

He or she needs the help of the other person to achieve their goal. And asks for 

advice/help.  

They are forced to communicate with each other. 

This changes the relationship between the hero and the heroine so that they cannot 

disengage and forced to talk. Impressions and expectations are set here. 

 

Stage Two. Part 2 

These describe the growing relationship between the hero and the heroine. 

She begins to look at his positives traits and starts to notice more about him, how he 

talks, the work he does and the passions in his  life which have brought them 

together. 

Be sure to give the hero some scenes where he can do the same. 

They get a glimpse that maybe they will be able to overcome that self-defeating 

behaviour -- because of the developing romance relationship and plot events. 

Why would falling in love with this particular person be a threat to their controlling 

beliefs which are their protection against pain? 
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Stage Two. Part 3 

Both the hero and the heroine re-evaluate their opinion of the other person because 

of working together or sharing some experiences together. There is intense 

attraction.  They do have good qualities 

 

Stage Two. Part 4 

These scenes should develop the relationship further. The other person makes a 

firmer commitment forcing them to work closer together. A promise of some sort.  

In this phase, they talk to each other like human beings. Real Communication. They 

begin to build trust, respect, and acceptance. They enjoy each other’s company. 

This sequence ends in an “obligatory scene” – the moment of no return, when they 

make some commitment which marks the transition from the falling in love to being 

in love and with the other person. No going back. They are together now. It could be 

a first kiss, first real intimacy or a declaration, but nothing can be the same between 

them again. 

 

The hero and heroine are locked together in some way. How do they react to this new 

situation?  

The more they interact the more they more they recognise the worth of the other 

person and start to feel increasingly attracted to them. But this challenges their 

controlling believes and they are going to fight it.  

Stage two should be a fun part of the story which shows these two characters finding 

out about one another and falling in love.  

Don’t be afraid to explore aspects of these two characters that reveal why they are 

ideal for one another.  These scenes should work on action/reaction responses which 

sparkle with the authentic and genuine voices of your characters. Let them get onto 

the stage and reveal who they are. 

There will be two steps forwards and one step back in this stage because neither the 

hero or the heroine wants to let go of their controlling beliefs which they have created 

to protect themselves from pain and loss. 

The end of stage two is marked by the Midpoint of your story, also known as the 

Midpoint of No Return, when the characters make some form of commitment. It 

could be first kiss or first sex but there is no going back from this point. Everything is 

different and it is scary. 
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They get a glimpse that maybe they will be able to overcome that self-defeating 

behaviour, because of the developing romance relationship and plot events. 

Why would falling in love with this particular person be a threat to their controlling 

beliefs which are their protection against pain? 

Why would it be the best thing that could happen to them or the worst thing? 

 

 

STAGE THREE: GROWTH 

Commitment to the other person leading to increased vulnerability – but then 

something happens which challenges them again. The old defences are not working 

any longer against the challenges of the romance and the story situation. 

Suddenly the stakes have increased both personally and for their new relationship. 

They let go of old assumptions and try a new way of doing things. 

They exorcise the demons of the past by doing what they have always been afraid of - 

because of the romance relationship and plot events and the decisions they have to 

take which push them out of their comfort zones- but then something happens which 

challenges them again. 

It seems that all is lost – the dark moment. Something makes them doubt that they 

have the strength to commit to this relationship and they revert back to their old 

ways to protect themselves. This could be triggered by a revelation or an argument 

but it makes them walk away. 

In Stage Three they let go of old assumptions and try a new way of doing things. 

 

Stage Three. Part 1 

Their new found friendship and connection continues to grow and they share more of 

their story. They enjoy each other’s company and want to spend more time together.  

These scenes show how comfortable they feel together. 

 

Stage Three. Part 2 

Passion, intimacy and/or sex leads to extra exposure of their deep fears which are 

revealed in intimate moments. 

The stakes must increase. 
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There are greater and greater challenges to the internal conflicts and barriers and 

they start to crumble as the hero and heroine become intimate. 

Each of them reveals the source of their pain and in the process makes themselves 

vulnerable and open to be hurt again. 

The passion combined with the trust and emotion to form an intimate bond. 

They exorcise the demons of the past by doing what they have always been afraid of - 

because of the romance relationship and plot events and the decisions they have to 

take which push them out of their comfort zones- but then something happens which 

challenges them again. 

 

Stage Three. Part 3 

At the end of this stage the main character will have to make a critical decision. It 

seems that all is lost – the dark moment. 

At the end of this sequence of scenes there is one “obligatory scene” where something 

happens which makes the hero and heroine feel that they have been betrayed, 

because it hits precisely home at their greatest fear.  

This is the dark moment of the story when it looks like all is lost and the romance is 

over. It could be a sudden revelation or recognition or a lie, or the truth, but it has to 

be an explosive scene. 

The trigger for this crisis is unique to your characters and their limiting belief and is 

almost always due to the action or response of the lover. 

 

 

STAGE FOUR: TRANSFORMATION 

They take a leap of faith and do what they have always wanted to do, because of the 

romance relationship.   

They have to let go of their old ways of self-protection and face their fears.  

There is a price to pay for this new relationship and it has to be a concrete decision to 

push them forward into a new way of living 

They shed the emotional baggage and self- sabotaging limiting beliefs that they had 

in the past. 

NOW they are ready to embark on a successful relationship and find real long-term 

love with the hero. 
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Stage Four also represents the end of the character arc for both the hero and the 

heroine. They will not be the same people you introduced in chapter one of your 

manuscript. They shed the emotional baggage and self- sabotaging limiting beliefs 

that they had in the past. 

NOW they are ready to embark on a successful relationship and find real long-term 

love with the hero. 

Because the characters have grown and are stronger as a result of the romance, they 

confront their fears and limitations and decide to let go of the old ways they used to 

protect themselves and accept their true nature.  This is who they truly are inside – 

and this is the person the other person has fallen in love with. 

Their reward is to find love and a future as their authentic self. 

That final resolution is at the heart of all romance fiction and the reason why it is a 

literature of hope. Someone out there will love you for who you truly are. 
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