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        At one point I collated everything I knew about storytelling and drew a picture with it.

      

        

      
        This book expands on that picture.
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            A TRIP TO THE MOVIES

          

        

      

    

    
      A while back I saw a movie trailer. I wasn't paying all that much attention, but the trailer looked like my sort of thing: a supernatural action flick.

      I should have paid more attention.

      My expectations took a huge hit when I discovered the cinema was full of teenage girls (and the occasional boyfriend who'd clearly been dragged along). The cinema was packed.

      I felt myself sinking lower and lower into my seat. There might have been a couple of dads and mums taking their tween daughters, but they were harder to spot than Wally.

      When the movie started, girls screamed. Literally. They screamed again when some of the characters made appearances. It was as if I'd I travelled to the sixties and Beatle-mania had taken hold.

      Only it was a movie, not a band, and the movie was Twilight. I'd thought I was in for something similar to Underworld starring Kate Beckinsale. Not so much.

      And yet… it's the story that changed my perspective on what stories need to do.

      The movie had such a strong emotional grip on its audience that even though it could have used millions more to smooth out the rough edges, it both met and exceeded expectations and went on to spawn four sequels based on the follow-up books.

      How did a story written for a very specific romance sub-genre sell hundreds of millions of copies and make a fortune at the box office?

      Despite all the criticisms, Stephanie Meyer did something right when she wrote Twilight.

      There were many other books that were big at the same time: The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the Harry Potter series, and the Hunger Games series to name just three. They all became very successful movies.

      Something about those stories did more than just entertain. They reached well beyond their genres and became mainstream.

      The Marvel Cinematic Universe has achieved the same thing, and if you care to look closely enough you'll realise it's because of the characters, not the world-building or cool superpowers.

      Marvel took a huge risk and started out with characters many people had probably never heard of, such as Iron Man, Dr Strange and the Guardians of the Galaxy. They worked because Marvel put the characters first, and the audience engaged with these characters.

      Stories are about people, not events. Structure is how you tailor events so your audience can engage with your characters.

      You can do it too

      We don't all have Disney backing our stories, but we do have access to the same techniques the Marvel Cinematic Universe uses.

      The answers are in every successful story you've ever read or seen or heard.

      All you need to do is ask the simplest question you can ask about a story. Why will anyone care? Delivering on that question requires story mastery.

      So how do you make your audience care about your characters and what happens to them?

      Hold your story up against that question and answer the questions in this book honestly. They'll illuminate a path you may not have been aware of before.

      The Care Factor

      Not too long ago my youngest daughter came charging down the stairs like a nuclear storm intent on flattening everything before it. She burst into the family room, bouncing with excitement. “They’re going to do it! Finally!” she said before charging back up the stairs, leaving me baffled.

      Less than a minute later she came running back down. “Yes! They did it Dad! They really did it!” I didn’t know if she was going to hug me or run me down in an attempt to find someone else to tell she was so excited.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “They finally kissed! It took four books! Four!”

      With that she disappeared back up the stairs to keep reading, her excess energy no longer sufficient to keep her away from the story.

      I’m still not sure what series of books she was talking about, but she was definitely invested in them.

      Emotions are the crucial factor in any story. A kiss is just a kiss unless your audience cares about the characters involved.

      Here's two tough questions:

      
        
          	
        There’s lots of great stories out there - what makes yours stand out?
      

      	
        Why should anyone care? (They won't just because you do.)
      

      

      

      They’re tough questions, but they’re questions you should ask yourself when planning, rewriting, editing or troubleshooting. They apply to fiction and non-fiction alike, and across story mediums.

      Looking at any story from a sales and marketing perspective, why would a publishing company, movie studio or theatre company spend money to produce your story when it's competing against millions of others (as well as free funny cat videos)?

      
        
          	
        What do you feel about your story?
      

      	
        What are you trying to make other people feel?
      

      

      

      You  need an answer to both questions. If the answer to either question is 'not much' then your chances of success are about the same.

      People don't buy stories because they're full of brilliant ideas, they’re after an emotional experience. How are you going to engage emotions and make people care about your characters?

      The cause and effect is simple; if your audience cares, they're more likely to tell their friends who may also care, and so on. That’s true even with negative emotions like the fear generated by horror movies, or tragedies like The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas.

      If you think that's not true, visit the textbook section in any library. When was the last time someone recommend a textbook because they enjoyed reading it so much? They're full of information and they have a purpose, but that purpose is rarely entertainment.

      Studio executives gamble millions (and sometimes billions) of dollars on the movies they produce. Publishers gamble thousands. Theatre companies invest heavily before the first actor walks onstage.

      They all have to be fairly certain they'll get a return on their investment, and that means relying on the audience to respond to what they buy.

      What do you want the industry gatekeepers to feel when they read your manuscript? Excitement that they have another success in their hands?

      Romance is built on emotion and that’s why it’s the biggest selling genre on the planet. It’s also the most generic example of storytelling you can find. In almost every single romance, the characters:

      
        
          	
        meet
      

      	
        fall in love
      

      	
        break up
      

      	
        get back together.
      

      

      

      Romance is highly repetitive in the sense that the same basic events play out over and over, yet the stories are all different, or at least different enough that romance lovers keep consuming them.

      Romance is entirely about the characters and what readers experience - not the events.

      Every romance lover knows how the story's going to end before they start it, meaning that how it plays out is far more important than what happens.

      Give me the same thing, only different

      That's actually a saying in Hollywood: Give me the same thing, only different. I doubt that surprises you.

      Your audience thinks along the same terms. It's why stories have beginnings, middles and ends. It's also why we have genres and sub-genres. Stories are pretty much the same, only different.

      Too different means failing to meet your audience's expectations, and failing means… failing.

      Being original and meeting expectations is a fine line to walk. The trick is to pour creativity onto the well-defined scaffolding of story structure.

      Putting it into practice

      
        
          	
        How do you feel about your story?
      

      	
        What are you trying to make other people feel?
      

      	
        How are you going to engage your audience's emotions?
      

      	
        How are you going to make your audience care about your characters?
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            THE PROMISE OF THE PREMISE

          

        

      

    

    
      What are you promising your audience?

      At some point you need to be able to explain your story in one sentence, clearly and concisely. This is your story's premise (or longline), but it's also your promise to your audience.

      Your audience includes the gatekeepers of industry (agents, managers, producers, publishers, directors etc., whoever can do more with it than you can alone). Your audience expects clarity. If you can’t clearly state  your story’s premise in ten seconds or less, that lack of clarity will show.

      Begin by thinking in broad strokes, not detail:

      
        
          	
        Who's your protagonist?
      

      	
        What's the overarching threat?
      

      	
        Why does your protagonist care about the threat?
      

      	
        What's the story's tone and genre?
      

      

      

      This is not a place to get bogged down in the detail.

      Now use this formula. In twenty five words or less, explain:

      
        
          	
        who it’s about
      

      	
        what they want (to stop the threat)
      

      	
        who or what’s standing in their way
      

      	
        the hook (find some irony in the situation if possible).
      

      

      

      Additionally, you need to show genre and tone within your statement.

      Answer each bullet point separately, and then combine them to create a single sentence of up to twenty-five words that explains your story and lets your audience know what you're promising. For example:

      
        
          	
        It’s about a woman.
      

      	
        She wants to survive.
      

      	
        A cyborg is trying to kill her
      

      	
        She’s being hunted because of a child she’s yet to conceive.
      

      

      

      Put together: “A woman is being hunted by a cyborg from the future because of a child she’s yet to conceive.” Terminator.

      Specific, yet only nineteen words. It also gives a pretty solid impression of the genre and the ideal audience.

      So how do you go about doing this for your own story?

      Break it into four parts:

      
        
          	
        Who is your story about? Don’t name them. Describe them. It could be a retired pirate, a corrupt cop, a mad inventor – be general, but clear and descriptive.
      

      	
        What do they want? A retired pirate might want to get back into the game. A mad inventor might hope to go back in time and change the past. A soldier might want to survive a war to see their family once more.
      

      	
        What’s standing in their way? Internal or external? A physical threat? Their own conscience or fears?
      

      	
        Show the hook. What makes it stand out and demand attention? Irony works really well here, but it’s also the hardest thing to find.
      

      

      

      Those parts don’t necessarily have to be in order when you write your premise, but they do have to be there in some way.

      If you do this for each story you write, you’ll have the basis for a strong, focused and tight story. A tight premise also looks great at the top of any pitch you send.

      As a bonus, if someone asks you what your story's about, you can tell them in about five seconds.

      Give it a go and test it on friends, family, or even random strangers while you’re waiting in line for something. If they’re interested there's a good chance you're onto a winner.
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            RULES FOR YOUR STORY WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Story rules? Seriously?

      Who wants rules? They're limitations, right?

      Well, err, yes. That’s the point. Without rules you can do whatever you want. It's like picking up a guitar without ever having played one and strumming out off-key twangs and calling it music.

      Rules are what you're promising your audience. Rules are a part of your worldbuilding as they set boundaries, create a framework, and make life far more interesting (or difficult) for your characters. For example:

      
        
          	
        Humans can't breathe underwater? That's going to make it challenging to cross the ocean.
      

      	
        Can't magically fix a broken limb? Surviving in the wilderness could be tricky after an injury like that.
      

      	
        Can't ignore the known laws of physics, chemistry and biology? Space exploration's not going to be simple then.
      

      

      

      Think of rules as conflict generation devices designed to make your story more interesting.

      They might force you to think a little more and work a bit harder, but that's what makes a story interesting.

      Like pregnancy or nuclear warfare, story rules matter to the characters involved, and your characters are always involved.

      Whatever you tell your audience about your story is a rule. If you say someone's pregnant for instance, the consequences need to be considered.

      Take the Road Runner cartoon. Do an internet search on ‘Road Runner rules’ and you’ll pull up dozens of sources showcasing Chuck Jones’ rules for the iconic cartoon. They’re brilliant.

      They succinctly encapsulate the story universe in which the Road Runner cartoon takes place, define the relationship between the Road Runner and the Coyote, and generate innate conflict.

      The value of rules is that they define universal story considerations:

      
        
          	
        They set boundaries. Boundaries are important because they create your story's landscape. What's the point of calling a story a space opera if all the action's confined to a holiday resort by a beach in Fiji?
      

      	
        They define the nature of the story's conflict.
      

      	
        The nature of a story's conflict sets the story's tone. It can be funny as it's intended to be in the Road Runner, or it can deal with issues as heavy as domestic violence, abuse and bullying.
      

      	
        They determine the relationships between characters. Relationships carry and define the emotional context.
      

      	
        They are the underlying causes of a story's conflict and the consequences your characters must deal with.
      

      

      

      While you don't want to go overboard with rules, creating a handful of basic rules guides story creation and its inherent conflicts, no matter the setting.

      For example, in the X-Files TV series, one of the rules is that Scully and Mulder never get together romantically.

      That rule got bent occasionally, but overall it dictated how the two main characters worked together. Their relationship remained professional, not romantic, which created plenty of sexual tension.

      Similarly, if you create a system of magic for a fantasy world, your rules will help you define the nature of its magic, the conditions of its use, and limit what it can do.

      If a wizard can click their fingers and solve all their problems, your story's going to be resolved in the opening sentence. But, if magic's limitations cause problems you’ll have a good story.

      Rules might make it difficult for you as the writer, but they make a story far more interesting for an audience.

      In a show like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the rules look something like this:

      
        
          	
        Slayers are girls. Always.
      

      	
        When a slayer dies, another rises in her place.
      

      	
        You can kill a vampire with a wooden stake through the heart, with fire, or by beheading it.
      

      	
        The Hellmouth spawns and attracts all sorts of demonic creatures, not just vampires.
      

      	
        Magic always comes with a cost.
      

      	
        Wherever possible, mix comedy with horror.
      

      

      

      If you’re a fan of the show you could probably add a few more. The point is, you want to keep your story rules broad yet simple. Use them to introduce inherent conflict. Avoid bending or breaking them without a strong story justification.

      Fun game:

      
        
          	
        Pick a show, a movie or a book you’re familiar with.
      

      	
        Try and figure out its basic rules.
      

      

      

      How many rules do you need?

      Keep your rules to ten or less. The more you have, the more difficult it'll be to keep track of them. That's a rabbit hole you want to avoid twisting your creative ankle in.

      Asimov created just three rules for his robot science fiction stories

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        All action must take place in a specific area or place (like a café, hospital, spaceship or microcosm).
      

      	
        A known 'rule' of physics can be broken in certain circumstances.
      

      	
        Magic can only be summoned by stripy-eared pink-eyed floating elephants with grudges against humanity (okay, that's not generic, but hopefully it got your attention).
      

      

      

      
      
        
          	
        A particular hospital treats patience as products instead of people.
      

      	
        Magic fails under certain conditions.
      

      	
        Specific relationships are forbidden.
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        set boundaries
      

      	
        influence the relationships between characters
      

      	
        create problems which contribute to the underlying causes of your story's conflict.
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