
Want to build a tale that holds
together, pulls your reader in, 
delivers a satisfactory climax,  
and burnishes your reputation 
as a story-teller?  
 
Whether you’re writing a novel, 
a piece of creative non-fiction 
or a screenplay, here are 
ten pointers to help light your way.  

A L L  A BO U T WR IT IN G 'S

Story 
Cheatsheet



The title of your story is important. Readers were intrigued by
A Visit from the Goon Squad, or The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole
aged 13 ¾ or Lee Child’s first Jack Reacher novel: Killing Floor.
But readers don’t judge a book by its title (think of Emma, or
Little Women, Tom Sawyer, or even Childs’ The Visitor.  
 
More important is the first page, where you immediately
need to establish a relationship with your reader. How do
you do this?  
  
With a hook – something intriguing, something rare and
mystifying, a question without an immediate answer.
Something, in other words, that makes your reader want to
read on.  
 
 A hook – and a promise of more to come.  

1. 
Launch your story with  
a hook and a promise   

You need to introduce your protagonist in an intriguing or
striking way. Give him or her something to do. Have her
water-skiing. Have him writing a suicide note.  
  
In Iain M Banks’s Consider Phlebas, the story starts with our
hero trapped in a cell while raw sewage is being pumped into
it. There’s only an inch or so of air at the top of the cell – and
even that is closing rapidly…  
 
Your protagonist cannot afford to be passive even if at the
start of your story they’re in a bad place – shaking with
withdrawal symptoms, waking up in a pool of their own
vomit, captured by agents of the enemy and lacking
(apparently) all agency.  

2. 
Introduce your hero 
doing something 



Readers want to know whose fortunes they’re following – but
they also want to know something about the world of the hero. 
 
So it pays to set your story – or at least begin it – in a world
somewhat different from your reader’s.  
 
Ann Cleeves sets her murder mysteries in the Shetlands which
are just sufficiently different to be interesting in their own right.
Ditto Donna Leon, who sets her murder mysteries in Venice.  
 
In Elmore Leonard’s Bandits we learn within the first few
paragraphs that his protagonist has worked for a few months
in a mortuary, and the opening scene has him watching his
boss uneasily as he sucks out a client’s brains.  

Having established your world and your protagonist, you’ve
got to let us know pretty sharply what your protagonist
wants…  
  
In another Elmore Leonard novel, Pronto, the sixty-six year
old protagonist, Harry Arno, wants simply to disappear and
start living a life free of the stresses entailed in working for
the mob…  
 
In Jennifer Egan’s Manhattan Beach, the protagonist, Anna,
wants two things: to discover what happened to her father,
who disappeared while she was a child, and to be a diver for
the navy – an occupation previously unheard of for a woman.
 
What your chief character wants will tell us what the story’s
about.  

3. 
Choose an intriguing world 
for your story  

4. 
Show us what your hero wants 



“But I just want to tell a happy story!” Sorry, love – but the fact
is, people don’t want to read happy stories.  
 
Conflict arises because what your protagonist wants is
opposed by the forces of antagonism.  
 
Those forces can be… Dr No, or Goldfinger, who do everything
in their power to kill James Bond before he gets what he wants,
which is their downfall.  
  
Or it can be something in the world of your character: the
political system (think 1984), fate (think The Fault in our Stars) –
but whatever else it is, it is also the voice inside your hero who
tells her she can’t do it, she doesn’t have the guts, or the talent,
or the tenacity she needs to get what she wants.  

5. 
Show us what stops your hero
from getting what he wants 



A story that proceeds simply from A to B is probably
predictable.  
 
Readers like surprises, they like twists and turns. They like to
watch as an unexpected turn of events presents the hero with
a challenge he hadn’t anticipated.  
 
At the same time, while they might not enjoy watching their
hero be bested by his antagonist, they don’t like to watch him
sail serenely through his story. Which is one reason his
antagonist – if he’s human – needs to be his equal: just as
clever, just as foresightful, just as brave.  
 
You have, as Kurt Vonnegut said, to put your hero through hell.
Take at look at the Orphan X trilogy by Gregg Hurwitz to see
what I mean.  

6. 
Give us twists and turns, surprises
and reversals  



Even the most thrilling of stories benefits from wit and
humour. 
 
I’m not suggesting that your next thriller should be a
compendium of jokes – but that you should strive to find the
natural humour that we humans find in life. Ironic contrasts,
humorous coincidences, word play, wit.  
 
Watch any given conversation and you’ll notice how even in the
most serious contexts, people try to make others laugh. Fiction
is no different.  
 
Give your hero a self-deprecating sense of humour, and we’ll
love him all the more for it. And humour, if it’s not clunky, is
entertaining all on its own. So cultivate your funny bone. It’ll
pay huge dividends.  

Whether it’s a thriller, a family drama or romances, stories
need to up the stakes as the story unfolds.  
 
To begin with, your hero might believe that what’s at stake is
just his sense of security, threatened by an apparently random
burglary. But then, as he recognises how dark the threat really
is, he realizes that there’s much more at stake: his life, perhaps
– and then the lives of his family.  
 
That’s bad enough. But it’s only when the threat turns into an
actual attack and his nine-year-old daughter is kidnapped, that
he knows precisely how much he has to lose.  
 
The stakes keep rising. His sense of jeopardy keeps rising. And
we, the readers, risk falling right off our seats.  

7. 
However dark your story,  
make it sparkle with wit  

8. 
Increase the stakes,  
sharpen the jeopardy  



9. 
And when you’re done,  
take a bow and go  
Your protagonist will usually, but not always, get what they
want. But they could find that what they thought they wanted
is not actually what they needed – but what they do get is
worth all the treasure in the kingdom.  
 
 This is the resolution of your story. With it comes the
relaxation of the tension you’ve carefully built up over the
course of your story. The big questions have been answered.  
 
Once things are resolved you have in fact run out of story.
Anything you add now will be anti-climax, so it’s time to take
your bow and get the hell off the stage.  
 
Type “The End” and have a double whisky. You’ve earned it.   

10. 
When you’ve written, rewrite  
Of course, when you’ve finished your first draft, you’ve only just
begun… I’m kidding (sort of.) The fact is, rewriting is absolutely
essential.  
 
When you first re-read your manuscript, you’ll pick up scores of
errors: mistakes of continuity, holes in your plot, character
issues, wonky motivation… You’ll realize that you haven’t set up
things in order to get the proper oomph from your pay-offs.
You’ll recognize that your first few chapters are limp compared
to the self-assured and authoritative voice of your final
chapters.  
 
The bad news is: you’ve got some way to go. The good news is:
rewriting can be even more fun than writing. So get to it. 
 
Happy writing!  



All About Writing was founded in 2007 by two writing
professionals, novelist Jo-Anne Richards and
scriptwriter Richard Beynon.  
 
We are passionate about writing and have devised
our courses to help communicate that passion – plus
the skills that make it all much more than an
academic exercise – to others with a similar calling. 
 
Operating from Johannesburg and Simonstown in
South Africa and from Narrowboat Patience on the
canals and rivers in the United Kingdom, we offer
courses, both online and face-to-face, that promote
good writing.  
 
They include creative writing and scriptwriting
courses, intensive online writing workouts, coaching
and mentoring programmes as well as workshops
and writing retreats including our annual retreat in
Venice, Italy. 



Why not start by reading some of Jo-Anne’s Writing
Secrets blogs for writing tips.   

Or take our weekend in Stow-on-the-Wold between 21
and 23 September, for instance, when we’ll be
focusing entirely on the generation and the framing of
story. 

Or our two intensive online Coaching Programmes,
one on Story, the other on Scenes, which launch on 5
November – but which you could join at any time. Sign
up early for either of these two-week programmes,
with intensive daily feedback from Jo-Anne Richards
and Richard Beynon, and you’ll enjoy a 20% discount. 

Or read Richard’s Monday Motivations for inspiration.   

Sign up for one of our three flagship courses: the
Cape Town face-to-face Creative Writing Course
with Jo-Anne; the Online Creative Writing Course; 

and our Screenwriting Course with feedback from
Michele Rowe and Richard – all kicking off on October
8. 

And finally, a curiosity. Between 18 and 30 of
November, Trish and Richard will be manning a
bookshop in Scotland’s booktown of Wigtown.
Richard will be running a series of seminars, all on the
house, for anyone interested in honing their writing
skills. So if you happen to be in the area…  

Courses and resources to help
you sharpen your story skills  



For further information,  
please go to
www.allaboutwritingcourses.com  

or email us at
admin@allaboutwritingcourses.com 


