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Introduction 

When I first became a writer, I had an editor who taught me more than just the principles 

of fiction; he taught me how to analyze my manuscript and fix it myself. Most of that 

troubleshooting depended on asking the right questions.  

So, here’s the philosophy I learned from him and that guided me as I worked on this 

book: “Don’t just tell me what I should do; teach me what I should ask.” 

In these pages, you’ll find hundreds of questions to press against the clay of your story to 

help you shape it into the kind of novel that will ring true to readers, impact them, 

entertain them, and leave them anxious for your next book. 

Just as with any troubleshooting process, we’ll identify the problems, pinpoint the issues 

that need attention, and then address them head-on with specific, targeted solutions. Each 

chapter will also include ideas for fine-tuning your manuscript. 

Incidentally, every chapter topic has had, or could have, an entire book written about it, 

so (thankfully for both of us) rather than trying to be comprehensive I’ve focused on 

being as succinct and insanely practical as possible.  

So, enough. 

Let’s get to work and make this manuscript of yours the best it can be. 

  



Chapter One 

Orientation 

You’re walking home late one night when two men leap out of the shadows, pull a hood 

over your head, and shove you into a van. 

You can’t see anything, and as the vehicle takes off, though you sense movement and 

hear hushed voices, you don’t know how many people are in there with you, what they 

look like, or what they want. When you demand that they tell you what’s going on, their 

only reply is silence.  

At last, the van stops, you hear the door open, and a man grabs your elbow and leads you 

outside. 

“All right,” he says. “It’s time.”  

Someone yanks off the hood. 

Now—what happens? 

If you’re anything like me, you’d immediately scan the area and take in as much as you 

can, as quickly as you can, to identify where you are and what danger you might be in. 

Who’s there? What do they look like? Did they bring you to your house for a surprise 

party? Did they take you to a deserted warehouse to torture you? Are you in a parking 

lot? On an isolated country road? What do you smell? Hear? 



When readers flip to (or scroll to) the first page of your book, the hood comes off. Based 

on word of mouth and the book’s title, they might have a vague idea of what your story is 

about, but they need you to orient them here, at the start, when you tug off the hood. 

Readers need to know (1) who they’re supposed to cheer for or against, (2) what threats 

are present, (3) why the story’s outcome matters, and (4) if they can trust you with their 

time. They need to be able to picture the scene, care about the outcome, and meet 

characters that they find intriguing and will want to spend time with.  

They’ll be lost until you show them where they are. The longer you keep the hood over 

their eyes, the more frustrated they’ll become. 

 

[PQ] Readers don’t want gimmicks, they want orientation. 

 

Fixing Orientation Issues 

Set aside what you already know about the story and what’s coming down the pike—like 

that great twist on page 300 or the big reveal in the final act. Instead, enter the mind-set 

of your readers. Look at the story with first-time eyes. 

Imagine that someone has led you into the opening scene and pulled off the hood. What 

do you see? Who’s present? What are they doing? Why are they here? 



There are a myriad of things to keep in mind regarding your story’s beginning, and we’ll 

look at them in the coming chapters, but for now, simply ask if your opening orients 

readers or disorients them.  

Print out your first fifteen pages. Go to a location where you normally don’t write—a 

coffee shop across town, a state park, a tree house, your attic. I want you to do this 

exercise “old school,” with a pen in hand. Trust me. You’ll notice things on the printed 

page that refused to reveal themselves on the computer screen. 

Now, imagine that someone has just tugged off the hood. Open your eyes. Step into that 

scene and look around.  

Mark up the page with notes and reactions.  

Then go back to your computer and evaluate those edits. See which ones fit with the 

emerging context of the story. Recast the opening to orient readers so they can be more 

emotionally engaged, more curious, and, of course, intrigued enough to keep reading. 

 

[ES-BOX1] 

Do I need to start the story with the main character? 

By introducing a character early on, you make a promise about his meaningful 

contribution to the story. Unless you include a prologue, readers will assume that the 

protagonist is the first person introduced in the story. If he’s not, clarify who the main 

character is as soon as possible. 



Quick fix: Avoid opening your book from the point of view of someone who ends up 

being insignificant to the story’s outcome. Reshuffle the opening chapters as necessary to 

provide promises that are congruous with the story you’re actually telling. 

[ESB] 

 

Fine-Tuning My Manuscript 

• If I start with dialogue, how soon will readers be able to see how many people are 

present, what they look like, and where they are? How can I make this scene more 

visually striking to better orient readers? 

• If I start with description, from whose point of view is the scene rendered? Based 

on this, will readers make assumptions that will turn out to be untrue? How can I 

solve that? 

• How quickly will readers be able to know who’s telling this story? Should I alter 

that to avoid confusion? Does this point of view really serve the story? 

• Does my first chapter (or my prologue) include a twist? If not, how can I reshape 

the scene so it’s not so predictable or cliché? 

• Based on where the story ends (and the path it takes to get there), is this opening 

essential, emotionally charged, and true to the tone and mood of the rest of the 

book—or is this simply where I’ve been assuming the book should start?  

• If I were to set my presuppositions aside, would I still choose this beginning? If 

not, what does the context call for me to do? 


