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Suspense X 5 – Willamette Writers Conference 2020 
Hallie Ephron (http://HallieEphron.com; Hallie@HallieEphron.com author of WRITING & 
SELLING YOUR MYSTERY NOVEL, CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR, …) 
 
Suspense 
The feeling that something important is going to happen. 
 

Excerpt: The Hard Way by Lee Child 
    Jack Reacher ordered espresso, double, no peel, no cube, foam cup, no china, and 
before it arrive at his table he saw a man’s life change forever. Not that the waiter was 
slow. Just that the move was slick. So slick, Reacher had no idea what he was watching. It 
was just an urban scene, repeated everywhere in the world, a billion times a day: a guy 
unlocked a car and got in and drove away. That was all. 
    But that was enough. 

 
How to create suspense? 1 
“Ask or imply a question at the beginning of the story, and then we delay the answer.” – Lee 
Child 
 
The dramatic question 
 

Excerpt: The Lucky One by Lori Rader-Day 
A dead woman looked out from the laptop resting on Alice Fine’s kitchen table. The 
woman’s skin was waxen against the metal slab. Thin shoulders, thick hair. She stared 
with sightless black eyes. 
 
Alice spooned cereal into her mouth and scrolled for detail. Jane Doe Anaho, 367UFNV, 
had been found naked in a patch of remote high desert, miles from the nearest town, 
named for the island wildlife refuge nearby. Discovered by hikers.  

 
The dramatic question 
 
Excerpt: The Sea of Lost Girls by Carol Goodman 
 

The phone wakes me as if it were sounding an alarm inside my chest. What now, it rings, 
what now what now what now. 
 
I know it’s Rudy. The phone is set to ring for only two people—Harmon and Rudy (At 
least I made the short list, Harmon once joked)—and Harmon is next to me in bed. 
Besides, what has Harmon ever brought me but comfort and safety? But Rudy… 
The phone has stopped ringing by the time I grab it but there is a text on the screen. 
 
Mom?  
 
I’m here, I text back. My thumb hovers over the keypad. If he were here maybe I could 
slip in baby, like I used to call him when he woke up from nightmares, but you can’t text 
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that to your seventeen-year-old son. What’s up? I thumb instead. Casual. As if it isn’t—I 
check the numbers on top of the screen--2:50 in the freaking morning. 

 
The dramatic question 
 
The writer’s challenge: Making the reader care enough about finding the answer to keep on 
reading. 
 
The first dramatic question that propels your story? 
 
Suspense x 5 

1. Pose an unanswered question 
2. … 

 
How to create suspense? 2 
 
The reader knows more than the character. 
 
Suspense/surprise tradeoff 

Alfred Hitchcock: “There is a clear difference between surprise and suspense […]. We 
are sitting here and having an innocent conversation. Let us assume that there is a bomb 
under this table between us. […] suddenly there is a loud boom and the bomb goes off. 
The audience is surprised, but before this surprise they have only seen a very ordinary 
scene without any significance. Let us instead look at suspense scene. The bomb is under 
the table and the audience is aware of this because they have seen the anarchist plant it 
there. They also know that the bomb will go off at one o’clock, and up on the wall is a 
clock showing that the time is now quarter to one […]. In the first scene we have given 
the audience 15 seconds of surprise […] but in the last scene we have given them fifteen 
minutes of suspense.”   

 
If the bomb is under the table but neither character is aware of that, then how does the writer you 
let the reader know? 
 

• Omniscient narrator 
• Multiple narrators 
• Multiple timelines 
• Unreliable narrator who forgets, misinterprets, can’t see/hear… 

 
Suspense x 5 

1. Pose an unanswered question 
2. Let the reader know more than the narrator 
3. … 

 
Excerpt: Edge of Dark Water by Joe R. Lansdale 
 



Suspense X 5: Hallie Ephron, Willamette Writers Conference 2020 3 

When Terry finally got back to sleep, I sat by his bed and looked through the open door at 
Mama rocking slowly in her chair. Rain was coming down the chimney. I could hear what 
was left of the fire in the fireplace hissing, and there was a bit of smoke. The wind was 
howling and carrying on and there was sizzling lightning and clattering thunder. 
     The roof banged loudly. I looked up. It was like a tree limb had fallen on it, but there 
wasn’t no trees near the house. Maybe one had blown out of the woods and onto the roof. 
     The sound came again, a heavy sound, along with a creaking, and I knew then what it 
was. 
     I glanced through the open doorway at Mama and Jinx. They was looking up, too. That’s 
because they figured what I had figured.  
     Someone was on the roof.  

 
Suspense: Atmospherics 
• Spooky setting 
• Weather 
• Darkness and shadows 
• Sounds, smells… sensory detail 

 
Suspense x 5 

1. Pose an unanswered question 
2. Let the reader know more than the narrator 
3. Harness atmospherics 
4. … 

 
Suspense: Put a lightbulb in the milk 

• Water running 
• Door ajar 
• No dog barking 
• Open drawer 
• Odd smell 
• … 

 
Expand the tipping point 

 
Suspense x 5 

1. Pose an unanswered question 
2. Let the reader know more than the narrator 
3. Harness atmospherics 
4. Put a lightbulb in the milk; expand the tipping point 
5. … 

 
Scene end Next scene start 
Black space gaped between the open door and 
the jamb 

Through the gap I could make out disordered 
shadows and an odd luminescence, like 
moonlight on water. 

Hook and grab scene structure 
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Suspense x 5 
1. Pose an unanswered question 
2. Let the reader know more than the narrator 
3. Harness atmospherics 
4. Put a lightbulb in the milk; expand the tipping point 
5. Hook and grab scene structure 

 
An Example: Night Night, Sleep Tight by Hallie Ephron 

    Deirdre was at the kitchen door, digging for her keys, when she registered an acrid 
smell. She looked around. Despite the deepening shadows, she could see that the door in 
the garage leading to her father’s office was ajar. Had she left it open? Or maybe Henry 
had gone up after she’d left. When she started back to investigate, a flock of blackbirds 
perched in the upper branches of a eucalyptus tree behind the garage swooped across the 
yard, whistling and screeching like so many squeaky hinges. For a moment she thought 
she saw something move across the garage’s second-floor window. She squinted up at it. 
Maybe Henry was up there. His car wasn’t in the driveway, but it could have been parked 
out on the street. 
 
    That’s when she noticed rivulets of smoke seeping from underneath the garage’s 
overhead doors. She moved closer and dropped her messenger bag in the driveway. 
Covering her mouth and nose, she peered in through a window in the door. All she could 
see was a dull glow on the floor between her father’s car and the bay where Henry kept 
his motorcycles.  
 
    Something was burning.  

 
TOOLS TO TIGHTEN SUSPENSE 
 
Slow down 
Setting 
Darkness and shadows 
Weather/atmospherics 
Sounds, smells... sensory detail 
“Camera” close up 
Something that is not quite right 
Internal dialogue 
Isolate a phrase on a line – a tipping point 
Let the reader know something the characters don’t 
Add a deadline, a ticking clock 
Raised stakes 
 
Edit to increase tension 
• Assess tension and release points 
• Are you hooking an grabbing? 
• Hinting and revealing strategically? 
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• Sort viewpoints, timelines 
- Only zigzag in time if you have to 
- Eliminate unnecessary characters, narrators 

• Moving to the finish, escalate stakes, add time pressure 
 
Unpack the tipping points 
• Slow down  
• A moment of introspection 
• Beats 
• White space 

 
Tools to release suspense 
The “thing” happens 
Action 
Something unexpected but harmless happens 
Summary 
Jump cut 
“Camera” long shot 
Detour into back story 
Flashback 
 
Suspense: Pitfalls 
Starting too tense: suspense takes time to build 
Letting suspense go on for too long: reader grows numb 
Failing to open up the tipping point (write the fast parts slow) 
Overwriting; using clichéd images 
Making the reader feel manipulated 
Information-freighted dialogue  
Characters who are "too dumb to live"  
 


