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      Hi Everyone,

      I’m Ebony McKenna and I love structure, plot devices, nerding out with grammar and gardening.

      This book is going to drill down on one very powerful element of modern storytelling structure: The Ticking Clock (oh wow, that’s what I’ll call this book. BRB)

      OK.

      This book will introduce you to the concept of The Ticking Clock, which I highly recommend you incorporate into your manuscript. Whether your story is a light, sweet romance, a sexy sci-fi adventure or contemporary, suburban fiction - The Ticking Clock device will work a treat.

      Not only will it fit in to your overall plot, it will prove an essential motivator for your characters to keep the story moving forward.

      The Ticking Clock makes your characters become their own agents of change. It puts them in charge, instead of drifting along at the mercy of the plot or circumstances.

      The best thing The Ticking Clock does is it delights your reader. And that is something all authors want to provide for their fans.

      Ready to wind up the clock? Off we go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          The Ticking Clock

        

      

    

    
      The Ticking Clock is a narrative device that gives essence to your story. Think of it as a motor, driving your novel forward.

      The Ticking Clock refers to something in your story that must be done, and it must be done by a set date. To add extra oomph, make sure there’s something at stake – so that if the deadline isn’t met, everything will turn to crap.

      Jot this down on a notebook, ok?

      
        	What must be done?

        	What’s the deadline?

        	What happens if it’s not done?

      

      Stick these questions on a note on your monitor or laptop. Keep these three questions in mind as you go through your manuscript (or plan your next one). Even in the beginning chapters, it’s good to have an idea of what somebody wants (or what they’re dreaming of) to give the reader an idea of where the story is going.
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      The Ticking Clock works fabulously when you figuratively pull the pin soon after the midpoint, as the characters hurtle towards the black moment. Think of it as a grenade that is about to go off - and everyone’s desperate to make sure it doesn’t!

      However, for maximum effect, it will be really cool when it does go off, only so it makes such a fabulous explosion!

      (Movies that have a ‘threat’ that is stopped before it can play out at all, can often feel like they’ve not really delivered on their promise. This is human nature - we often don’t take threats seriously until we can see the horrific damage it can do. Like the Covid19 pandemic. Some countries have fared better than others, but the ones who have fared best were the ones who saw the damage happening in other countries first, and took huge efforts to protect people from it. The unfortunate countries who were hit early on (I’m thinking of Italy and Iran) had nothing to compare it to, so they bore the brunt. New Zealand and Australia benefited from seeing the mounting toll in other countries and made enormous efforts to protect their people. This was a real-life ticking clock as well - shut down the airports and close the borders before the disease takes hold and wreaks havoc.1
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      One of the best benefits of using a few ticking clocks throughout your manuscript, is that as the deadline for something gets closer, characters become panicked and desperate. This often leads to them bringing The Black Moment upon themselves. (The Black Moment is another wonderful plot device, where everything that can go wrong has gone wrong, and it looks like there’s no way out of this mess.)

      But way before the midpoint (which needs to happen in the middle of the book) you want to bring in a ticking clock or two, to motivate your characters and have them pushing the story along.

      All great characters in fiction want to get their own way. This makes them real - even in the most unreal settings. Because it’s human nature (again with that!) that people really do want to get their own way. Give each character a goal, via a ticking clock, early on in the story. Wind it up and set them off.

      Your readers might not be all that aware of how you’re manipulating them, and that’s fine, but they will want ‘something’ to be happening. A couple of early ticking clocks  provides that something, by showing your readers where the story is going - and that the author (that’s you!) knows what they’re doing.

      Bring the ticking clock in early and have a few of them. You don’t have to wait until later to introduce the first one. In fact, if you have one early - even in the first chapter - it can help establish the world your protagonist inhabits, and show the reader what their made of.

      Plus, it will provide a chance to see how much effort they put into getting what they want – and we’ll also see the results of that effort. (Did they get what they wanted or only get part of it? Or none? How much more effort do they need to take, to reach their goal?)

    

    
      
      

      1 If you think Covid19 is a global conspiracy, please stop reading and get a refund for this book. We cannot be friends and I don’t want your money. Seriously. Anyway, I doubt somebody that close-minded is reading a guidebook about improving their fiction storytelling techniques; they already think they know everything.
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          Cinderella and the Ticking Clock

        

      

    

    
      Think about the story of Cinderella. There are multiple ticking clocks that are wound up nice and tightly into this short fairy tale.

      The first is the ball. The ball is happening on a set date (and location) and all eligible ladies are invited. Great.

      Bonus, the prince will choose his bride at the ball, so it raises the stakes because this will be the only chance for eligible ladies to meet the prince.

      (It also introduces a House Rule – this is the world the story is set in, these are the rules the inhabitants have to live with.)

      As we know, the ball will happen whether Cinderella is there or not. Which means if she’s not there, she’ll never find love or happiness – and the prince will marry someone else.

      
        
        The live action Into The Woods (2014) shows us a variant of this - Cinderella does indeed make it to the ball. She attends three - and the prince is on the hunt for his runaway partner. But it turns out, the prince only loves her for the chase. He was ‘raised to be charming, not sincere’. This is a fabulous twist on the trop of princes being the ultimate goal, simply because they’re princes. Their personality is irrelevant.

      

      

      Back to the traditional Cinderalla. She has her first ticking clock – if she doesn’t get to the ball, she won’t have a chance to change her miserable life.

      What must Cinderella do? Get to the ball.

      When must it be done? The night of the ball, obviously.

      What’s at stake? She’ll never meet the prince.
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      So that’s our set-up ticking clock. It creates momentum and interest, because we want Cinderella to make it! (She’s had such a hard life already, poor dear!)

      As we know from the story, Cinderella initially doesn’t look like she’ll get to the ball – either her sisters have kept her so busy she has no dress, or they see her home-made efforts and rip them to shreds. It’s looking bad for Cinders.

      She weeps for her lost chance, and her fairy godmother turns up to grant her wish. (Caveat: In modern storytelling, don’t have someone magically appear to fix your protagonists problems. This is fine for very old stories, but today’s readers want the protagonist to fix their own problems.)

      Then we have another Ticking Clock – and this ticking clock comes with a set of conditions and compromises restricting our heroine’s freedom. Cinderalla can go to the ball, but she must leave by midnight or the spell will wear off and the prince will see her in rags.

      I love it when a character gets what they want, but they have to compromise. Which is also a house rule – and part of the story’s internal logic. I mean, who even decided that a wish had an expiry date? We don’t know, but this fairy godmother is a law unto herself. If she can turn a pumpkin into a carriage, you better believe she’ll make the spell wear off by midnight.

      This new ticking clock, which is a development from the first, sets the next part of the story in motion. Cinderella will get to the ball, but with a heavy condition (and new ticking clock) hanging over her.

      What must she do? Leave the ball …

      When must it be done? Before midnight …

      What’s at stake? The spell will break and everyone including the prince will see her in rags! (This means they’ll know she doesn’t ‘belong’ I guess?)
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      As we know from the story, she meets the prince, he dances with her all night and they fall in love. Midnight strikes, she flees the ball and one glass slipper falls off.

      The prince declares he will find the one whose foot fits the slipper and marry her.

      After the ball, back at home, Cinderella’s life returns to her normal drudgery. And we are introduced to yet another ticking clock (no wonder this story is so timeless. See what I did there?)

      News reaches Cinderella’s house that the prince is in the neighbourhood looking for the woman whose foot fits the slipper. Depending on the variation of the story, Cinderella is either locked up in her garret or down in the cellar. In any case, her step family keeps her from the prince.

      The step sisters try on the shoe, it doesn’t fit, and
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