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Foreword
 

“Hands-on workshop in a book.”

“Synopsis-examples-R-us.”

Yep. That’s what you’re holding right now.

And you’re about to find out that writing a synopsis can be painless. Really. I’m not kidding. You don’t have to be Einstein. You don’t have to be Hemingway. You don’t even have to be scared. Pam McCutcheon takes all the “scary” stuff out of the process.

What’s the scary stuff?

Figuring out what to put in a synopsis. When to put it in. What to leave out. How to convey your special tone and voice. How to define your characters. How to show the characters’ growth. Which scenes are critical. Appealing to your target market. Packing emotion into narrative. Pulling off the suspense. Showcasing alien worlds . . .

You get the point. There is so much a synopsis should contain that the mere thought of trying to condense our incredibly complex manuscripts to a few dull pages of narrative makes us want to run screaming into the bathroom where we can beat our heads against the tile.

Guess what? We don’t have to do that anymore. All we have to do is write. That’s all a synopsis is—writing. And I’m betting you’re a writer or you wouldn’t have purchased this book. Just as the right “tools” help you write compelling fiction, the right tools for synopsis writing can provide you with structure and form that deliver a concise, understandable and professional summary of your novel.

Wait!

Don’t start tensing up at the thought of structure. I know most storytellers aren’t fond of organization. At least not the kind that comes with charts and graphs and guidelines. And if you flip through this book you’ll see a few charts and plot lines. Not to worry, Ms. McCutcheon keeps them to an absolute minimum, and every step brings you closer to a finished synopsis.




That’s her goal—helping you walk through the process of organizing, targeting, and writing a synopsis (or story blurb if you are self-publishing) that will get the job done—whether that is:

1. Convincing a reader to pay hard-earned money for your book,


2. Organizing your story so you can write it,


3. Making a traditional publishing editor or agent nod, smile with anticipation, and write a letter inviting you to submit the whole novel for consideration.


Here’s how traditional publishing works:

Ordinarily, you send a query letter detailing the “bones” of your idea to an editor/agent who buys/represents the kind of fiction you write. If the editor/agent is intrigued, he/she will usually ask you to submit the manuscript or a partial (three chapters and a synopsis). Hopefully, after reading a chunk of your book, the editor/agent is wowed by your writing and picks up your synopsis to see if you understand how to put a story together. Is your plot logical? Your resolution satisfying? Does the story contain enough twists and surprises to be fresh and unique? Have your characters grown?

A well-written synopsis virtually ensures editors and agents will ask for the full manuscript or continue reading the one in hand. How can they not? They love your writing, and “O frabjous day!” you understand story, which means the agents and editors understand your story. They’ve got to ask for the full book or keep reading.

Here’s how self-publishing works:

You have to figure out how to write a great story. Writing a synopsis can save you weeks or months of false starts and dead ends. Once you’ve got that great story, a great blurb can help you find readers. But it’s hard to sell anything if you don’t know what you’re selling. A synopsis is a great focusing tool to help you distill a great sales blurb. (You’ll find help on blurbs in this book, too!)

So stop banging your head against the tile and start reading this book. Even better—start the process. Do the exercises. When you’re finished, the scary synopsis will be a thing of the past. You’ll have tools that will help you the rest of your career.




DEBRA DIXON

Author of GMC: Goal, Motivation and Conflict






  


Introduction
 

“Begin a . . . synopsis where the story begins.”

—Pattie Steele-Perkins, Steele-Perkins Agency

Industry parameters may have changed over the years, but writing a synopsis is a professional skill we still need in today’s market. In fact, synopsis skills may be more important than ever. In this second edition, material has been updated to reflect the exponentially growing popularity of e-books, the proliferation of agency and publisher information on the Internet (not always available in 1998) and the alterations these changes have made to the process of submission and publication. In addition, I have added information on how to write a back cover blurb (another type of synopsis) for those who plan to publish their work themselves.

For those of you who have been badgering me politely requesting a how-to guide to the plotting board I use in my work, you’ll be happy to see an entire section devoted to using the plotting board to create your synopsis and your story.

What I haven’t changed in this edition are the movie examples used to illustrate creating a synopsis from a story. The movies are classics, easily found, and made the points I wanted to make. Ditto for the original quotes from editors and agents at the beginning of each chapter. That advice is still sound today, so I chose to retain them.

Why did I write this book in the first place? The first indication I had that writers needed this information was when a beginning writer approached me during a local conference. She was frustrated because a contest judge had told her she’d written a nonfiction outline instead of a fiction synopsis. Naturally, she wanted to know where she could learn how to write the appropriate type of synopsis for her novel.

Since I learned by using other writers’ synopses as examples, I did the only thing I could and gave her one of mine. Those few pages didn’t seem enough, and everywhere I turned after that, people were grumbling about writing synopses. No one seemed satisfied with the available synopsis chapters tucked into other general writing books. The contests I judged verified my suspicion that many beginning writers simply didn’t know where to start in writing a synopsis. Or where to stop. Or what to put in. Or the differences between long and short synopses.




So, I decided to analyze my own method. I’d like to claim it’s wildly innovative and unique, but the truth is, all I did was take the techniques developed by other well-known writers and synthesize them into an approach that worked for me. Once I analyzed that approach, I developed a step-by-step method for teaching others how to do the same.

Writing the Fiction Synopsis is organized as an interactive workbook with explanations and examples of each step. The examples are primarily taken from three movies which you may want to watch before reading the rest of this book:

The American President

Speed

Star Wars (Special Edition)

I’ll also discuss Casablanca and Romancing the Stone in some depth, as well as a few other movies. I prefer to use movies rather than books because, for most people, they’re more accessible, more familiar, and don’t take very long to watch. In some cases, the films I mention are based on books. For each of those, I used the movie version, not the book version. I chose these particular films to give a variety of types and to illustrate certain points in the narrative; any judgments as to the films’ value are left to the reader. This book is about the nuts and bolts of getting a story synopsis on paper.

The explanations and examples in each chapter are followed by worksheets or exercises that I highly encourage you to use. I promise that if you complete all of them, you’ll have something resembling a synopsis at the end of the book.

However, if you’re one of those creative, rightbrained types who balks at the idea of too much structure, just ignore the workbook portion and use the information to learn what you might want to put in your synopsis . . . and what you should leave out.






  


Chapter One
 

Getting Started

“I usually request a five-page, double-spaced synopsis. One of my pet peeves is authors who don’t follow instructions and send shorter or longer synopses. Always send exactly what an agent requests. Otherwise, you send the signal you can’t or won’t follow instructions.”


—Denise Marcil, President, Denise Marcil Literary Agency

Most writers hate writing synopses, and no wonder. After you’ve agonized over several hundred pages to make your prose absolutely perfect, how could you possibly distill that down to a measly ten or twenty pages? Or, worse yet, one or two pages?

By the time you’ve written the book, everything seems important. So the hard part isn’t determining what to put into the synopsis—it’s figuring out what to leave out. Some people need to write a few chapters before they write the synopsis; others need to write the entire book first. It doesn’t matter how or when you do settle down to write your synopsis. The important thing to remember is that any method is right . . . if it works for you.

However, throughout the following chapters, I’ll assume your manuscript is complete and you’re using this book to write a synopsis of an existing story line. But if you write the synopsis at an earlier stage of the process, don’t worry. You can also use this method to develop a story from scratch.

What is a synopsis?

Simply put, a synopsis is a way of relating your story in a logical, chronological manner that hits the high points of plot and character development and resolution.

How is that different from an outline? Many people use the terms interchangeably, but in my mind, they’re two entirely different things. An outline, used primarily in nonfiction proposals and research papers, tells what happens in a dry, detached manner. A synopsis, on the other hand, is a narrative that shows your story’s progress from start to finish by describing how character development and emotion affect plot development and vice versa.




Think of these elements like cascading dominos. Each domino of plot and character in the synopsis affects the one after it, which affects the one after it, and so forth. Your synopsis should show how you set up all the dominos, then knock them down one by one.

One of the obvious advantages of using the narrative synopsis is that it’s friendlier than an outline and reads as if you’re describing the story across a dining room table to a friend. It’s also far more interesting than a dry listing of the plot points. However, there’s nothing wrong with organizing your thoughts by using an outline to begin the synopsis process. Later, I’ll show you how to start with an outline and progress to the narrative form of the synopsis.

Why do you need a synopsis?

For the authors who wish to be published traditionally, through a publishing house like Random House, Harlequin, Penguin and others, the most obvious answer is because the editor insists on having one. That’s true, but it’s not just an arbitrary whim. If you submit a partial manuscript (the first three chapters or so), the editor obviously needs the synopsis to understand how the story evolves beyond the third chapter and how it ends. That’s the primary purpose of a synopsis—to allow them a sneak preview of your story.

Then why do you need to submit a synopsis with a full manuscript? After all, the editor has the whole story right there in front of her. Well, she may not have time to read several hundred pages right away and a good synopsis will recount your story in a concise, comprehensible manner. This allows her to determine quickly if the book is right for her house/line and if she wants to read any further. Even editors who start by reading the chapters will probably, if sufficiently intrigued, turn to the synopsis after a chapter or two to see if you can pull off the rest of the story.

Later, your synopsis may be used inside the publishing house to pitch your story to a committee or the senior editor/publisher to convince them to buy it. If everything goes right and they purchase your book, they may use the synopsis to write the back cover blurb and/or provide it to the art department for use in developing your cover art.




For self-published or indie authors who don’t want to submit to traditional publishers (though I don’t know why you wouldn’t want to explore all avenues for your work), you probably won’t need to write a full synopsis unless you work from a synopsis as you write. You will, however, need to write another kind of synopsis—a back cover blurb.

As you can see, the synopsis serves a variety of useful purposes, not the least of which is convincing the publisher or reader to buy your book. Therefore, it behooves you to put as much effort into writing a synopsis as you did in writing your book.

Yes, it’s a lot of work, and I can hear the groans now. I’m sorry, but there’s no getting around it. Though we writers may argue that our scintillating prose should be the primary consideration in accepting or rejecting the story, the fact is that the synopsis is also a vital part of the decision-making process.

So, putting extra effort into writing the best synopsis you can only makes sense. A muddy, confusing synopsis will only detract from your story. Give the editor/reader a complete, clear synopsis, and you’ll ensure their attention is placed where it belongs—on your writing.

Understanding the market

We’ll make the assumption that you’re writing commercial popular fiction (as opposed to literary), using traditional story structure, and that you want to sell your book. To give yourself the best shot at doing that, you need to understand the genre and market you plan to target (for both indie authors and those traditionally-published) as well as the editors’ submission preferences. Literary fiction would follow the same general format, but may not have the same sort of plot points or character resolution found in popular fiction.

I know market research may seem basic to some of you, but I’ve seen many beginners skip this step and end up wasting a lot of time targeting their work incorrectly or sending their manuscript to the wrong people—or marketing your book to the wrong reader. If you don’t want the editor to immediately discard your submission because you didn’t do your homework, then do your market research up front.

So, take a look at your manuscript and ask yourself which houses publish your kind of story and what genre it falls into. At this point, I often hear people say their book is so wonderful and unique that it defies genre considerations. If
so, then how will a publisher be able to market it?




How will a reader find your book and know it’s “their” kind of read? Indie authors, concerned about getting the widest possible exposure, may be reluctant to put their work into one small category for fear their work won’t be seen by a wide enough number of people. That would be a mistake. Unless you harness the power of keywords to describe your genre as specifically as possible, you risk missing the very readers who would be most interested in your book. Readers can’t buy you if they can’t find you. After all, when you go into a bookstore, do you browse the entire store, looking for a novel to read? Most people don’t. They look in their favorite genre sections (mystery, romance, science fiction/fantasy, etc.) for the type of reading experience they want. The same applies to your book, whether we’re talking a bricks and mortar store, or an online vendor such as Amazon.

Here’s a well-kept secret: most publishing houses aren’t in the business of publishing wonderful books—they’re in the business of making money. And if they can’t figure out how to market your genre-busting book, they won’t buy it.

So, how do you begin your research homework? You need to know two primary things: your book’s genre and, for traditional publishing, potential publishers.

Determining the genre

There are a couple of ways to determine the genre of your story. The best way is to read widely in it.

Think about it. If you don’t read mysteries, how could you know what the publisher’s—and reader’s—expectations are? Do you know the difference between amateur sleuth, police procedural, woman in jeopardy, cozy and other types of mysteries? If not, how will you pitch it to an editor?

The same holds true for other genres. You need to understand them in order to write them. Many beginners make the mistake of saying, “anyone could write a (pick any genre).” In actuality, each has its own set of reader expectations and if you don’t meet them, you won’t satisfy the reader . . . or the publisher.

There are books available on most genres that will spell out these expectations for you and simplify your research, but I suggest you use them only to crystallize your understanding. Nothing substitutes for being a fan and reader in the field you’re writing in.




Okay, so what should you do if you’ve written a romantic science fiction mystery that has lots of action and adventure and is set in the west? You’d be glad to target only one genre . . . if you could only figure out which one.

You need to determine your focus. If the story concentrates on the developing love relationship between a man and a woman and everything else is subordinate, then the story is a romance. If the focus is on the scientific premise you’ve created and how society has evolved because of it, the book is probably a science fiction novel. And if the main thrust is on solving a murder, you might want to market the novel as a mystery.

You get the idea. The main thing to remember is to determine what genre your book fits into so you can target your synopsis—and your submissions—to the publishers and readers who are most likely to buy them.

Of course, there are a great many cross-genre books written these days, but in each case, you need to know the primary genre so booksellers know where to shelve it, and you can slot it in the appropriate category in online venues.

Let’s look at our three movies to give you an example of what I’m talking about. If you were writing these stories in novel form, what genre would you put them in?

The American President is about the developing relationship between two people. There are other elements in it, but since this is where the focus lies and it has the required happy ending, I think the story falls into the romance genre.

How about Speed? It also has a romantic element with a happy ending, but that’s not the primary focus of the story. Since everything hinges on how to get the passengers off the speeding bus before it explodes, I’d call this one a suspense/thriller.

Star Wars has many different elements in it—science fiction, romance, suspense and action/adventure, but where’s the focus? Since it’s primarily concentrated on the futuristic-type universe, and the characters and plot revolve around the fight between the light and dark side of a distinctive science fiction or fantasy element (The Force), I’d call it science fiction. More specifically, I’d place it in the subgenre known as space opera, though it might also be called science fantasy.




We’re going to begin our synopsis process by jotting down important information in a Worksheet. I’ve filled out a Preliminary Worksheet for each of these three movies at the end of this chapter so that you can study them. I have also provided a blank worksheet in Appendix A for you to use in creating your own story’s worksheet, or you can find them online on my website or the publisher’s website. Take a moment to print one out. Or grab a piece of paper and just fill in your title, genre, word count (round off the word count on your computer to the nearest round number) and setting/time period. I’ll explain how to fill out the rest later.

Finding potential publishers

For those seeking traditional publication, now you know what genre your story falls into, but who publishes that genre? In other words, who might be interested in buying your book? There are several ways to find out. First, ask yourself if there are any published books similar to yours. Not exactly alike (that would be the death knell), but similar in genre, theme, plot structure, length, tone, etc. For example, have you written a cozy mystery like those by Donna Andrews? An epic fantasy series like Game of Thrones? A paranormal romance series like The Twilight Saga? A post-apocalyptic young adult novel like The Hunger Games?

Whatever the book is which you judge to be similar to yours or a “read alike,” open it to the copyright page and find out who published it, then jot the information down on your Preliminary Worksheet under “Publisher.” Chances are, the publishing house is interested in acquiring similar books.

The only problem with this method is that, if the books are old, the house may no longer be publishing the same type. To get more current data, you could look for the most recent Writer’s Market, Novel & Short Story Writers Market or one of the specific genre market guides. These books are updated annually and list publisher addresses, phone numbers, recently published titles, what they’re interested in acquiring, and their submission requirements. However, sources for any books on the publishing marketplace could be out of date since these market books are usually published once a year at most. These days, most publishers will have a section of their website dedicated to providing submission information for authors who wish to write for them. I recommend you try there first.

The best way to keep abreast of what the houses are buying this month (and where the editors are working this week) is to investigate what support is available in your specific genre. Most of them have local and national writing organizations, trade publications, genre-specific conferences and classes, and/or Internet news groups, blogs and loops.




How does all this relate to writing a synopsis? Well, now that you know what genre your story fits into and who is likely to buy it, you need to know how they prefer to receive your submission.

Do they want a query letter first? If so, should you send it with or without a synopsis? Would they rather see the first three chapters and a two-page synopsis? The entire manuscript and a twenty-page synopsis? Do they accept un-agented material or simultaneous submissions?

There seems to be as many preferences as there are editors, so take a few minutes to check those guidelines. Guidelines also vary widely, but most houses and editors will not only tell you their manuscript submission requirements, but often give more specific information as to what type of books they’re looking for in each of their lines. In turn, that will help you understand what to include in your synopsis.

Publisher research examples

I used guidelines obtained online to learn there are several markets that might be interested in a story such as The American President. Let’s say the story is somewhere around 75,000 to 85,000 words. For this example, let’s say the publishers I thought would be most interested in The American President are Harlequin Desire or Bell Bridge Books. Note these aren’t the only markets, just the ones this example plans on targeting first. Next, I completed the Preliminary Worksheets based on their guidelines and included a copy of one worksheet at the end of this chapter. Here’s an example of the market portion for The American President:




[image: Missing image file]

I did the same for the other two movies. When completing these worksheets, I assumed the writer was un-agented, so I eliminated those houses that required agented submissions (which unfortunately include many of the major publishers). Kensington and Carina Press seemed the most likely markets for Speed, while Tor and Ace/Roc seemed the best bets for Star Wars. Don’t forget to include the line/imprint and editor’s name (spell it correctly!) in your submission.

Now it’s your turn. Take some time to research the potential publishers for your book, determine their submission requirements, and fill in the appropriate blanks on the lower Market section of the Preliminary Worksheet.

Determining the log line

Now you know who your market is, have some idea of what they’re looking for, and what they require in the way of a synopsis. Next, you might want to think about your story’s log line. This will help you maintain a consistent focus and tone throughout the synopsis.

There are many ways to define a log line, but I think of it as a concise answer to the question, “What is your story about?” It might help to think of the log line as the “high concept” used in Hollywood—the hook that will sell your story to readers. It’s probably also the idea that generated your story to begin with.




Here are some examples of log lines I have created that might have spurred the creation of popular movies:

An FBI trainee must trade personal information to a jailed cannibalistic psychopath in exchange for information on how to find a serial killer who skins his female victims. (The Silence of the Lambs)


A young girl volunteers to fight to the death against twenty-three other teenagers in the annual televised Hunger Games where only one is allowed to survive. (The Hunger Games)


In World War II, an archeologist is hired to find the lost Ark of the Covenant before the Nazis use it to conquer the world. (Raiders of the Lost Ark)


Notice that these have three things in common:


Character: Who the story is about


Goal: What the character wants


Conflict: What’s keeping the character from reaching their goal


Note that I didn’t use the characters’ names in the log line examples. Unless your character is a famous historical figure, the person’s name is irrelevant. It’s more important to give an idea of who the character is. So, in The Silence of the Lambs for example, it’s not necessary to know that the main characters’ names are Clarice Starling and Hannibal Lecter, because that tells us nothing about them. What’s more important is that an FBI trainee is matching wits with a cannibalistic psychopath.

In some cases, the goal and conflict may not be stated specifically, but are still implied. Let’s look at those examples again, this time showing you where these elements are:

An FBI trainee [character] must trade personal information [internal conflict] to a jailed cannibalistic psychopath [external conflict] in exchange for information on how to find a serial killer [goal] who skins his female victims. (The Silence of the Lambs)


A young girl [character] volunteers to fight to the death [conflict] against twenty-three other teenagers in the annual televised Hunger Games where only one is allowed to survive [goal]. (The Hunger Games)





In World War II, an archeologist [character] is hired to find the lost Ark of the Covenant [goal] before the Nazis use it to conquer the world [conflict]. (Raiders of the Lost Ark)


Obviously, these three elements can come in any order; it’s your job to determine the most effective way to write the log line to intrigue the editor and eventually the reader.

Log line examples

Now let’s look at our three movies and determine how to show their characters, goals and conflicts.

The American President. We could choose either the President, Andrew Shepherd, or the woman he is attracted to, Sydney Ellen Wade, as the main character. However, the movie seems focused primarily on the President, so let’s choose him as the primary character.

What does he want? To win reelection. What’s his conflict? He meets and falls in love with an intriguing woman. Dating her contains all sorts of pitfalls, especially since she’s an environmental lobbyist, and it’s complicated even more by the fact that it’s an election year.

So, the log line might be: The President jeopardizes his reelection when he falls in love with an environmental lobbyist.

Speed. We have a few characters to choose from here, too. We could focus on the cop, the woman who’s driving the bus, or the bomber. But since we’ve decided this is a thriller, we want to look at the stakes. The lives of all the bus passengers are at risk, so I’d call them the “character” for the purposes of the log line.

What’s their goal? Obviously, to get off the speeding bus before it blows up. What’s keeping them from escaping? The bus will explode if it falls below fifty miles per hour or if anyone attempts to get off.

So, here’s how I might write the log line: The passengers on a speeding bus will blow up if it falls below 50 mph.

Star Wars. There are many characters to choose from in this movie as well. Though the story seems to be primarily about Luke Skywalker, the scope is much bigger than that, affecting all the rebels and the entire universe.




What’s their goal? To save the universe. Their conflict? The evil emperor and his minion, Darth Vader, are trying to subjugate them. So, this is how I’d write the log line: A ragtag band of rebels are the only hope of saving the universe from incredible evil.

You might have come up with different statements than I did for each one of these movies and that’s fine. The point here is that the log line you establish will give you the focus you need to write the synopsis. Not incidentally, it will also help you answer the question, “What’s your story about?” which might come in handy in a query letter, a face-to-face session with an editor or agent, or radio interview!

Take a look at the example below for Speed, then go to the blank Preliminary Worksheet and note your log line at the top.

[image: Missing image file]

Determining the theme

For the purposes of this book, think of the theme as the point you’re trying to make. It might be expressed as the story question, an aphorism or maxim, or it may simply be what the main character learns at the end of the story. The theme will help keep you focused as you determine what to include in your synopsis.




Some examples:

Is war ever justified?


Love conquers all


There’s no place like home


Have faith in God and He will provide


You will find the strength you need within yourself


Nice guys finish last


Liars never prosper


Let’s look at some specifics now, with regard to our movies:

The American President. There are a couple of themes here. One is evident throughout the story as the storyteller contrasts President Shepherd’s need to win reelection with his desire to do what’s best for the country and keep his campaign promises. It can be summed up by the statement Shepherd makes at the press conference at the end. He says, “I was so busy keeping my job, I forgot to do my job.” Or, to put it another way: The ends don’t justify the means. The other theme is the story question: Can the President of the United States date like a normal man?

Speed. Besides the basic good versus evil sort of theme, I think this story can best be characterized by what the main character learns. Jack relies on his partner, Harry, to do his thinking for him, while Jack acts on gut instinct. Harry sums this up at one point when he says, “Guts will only get you so far. Then, they’ll get you killed.” In other words, Jack must learn to think before he acts, or: Look before you leap.

Star Wars. I don’t have anything incredibly insightful to say here. The theme is very simple throughout the series: Good will triumph over evil. ’Nuff said.

I’ve jotted these themes down on the Preliminary Worksheets for each of the three examples; an example using Star Wars is below.




[image: Missing image file]

Now you try it. Don’t be afraid to use well-known proverbs or even clichés. The reason clichés have become so commonplace is because they reveal truisms or attitudes held by a great many people. So, by using them (or even slightly disguising them as shown in the first two examples above), you’re tapping into universal belief systems which will help your reader identify even more with your story.

Once you’ve completed that, we’ll talk about characters and their role in the synopsis.
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Chapter Two
 

Knowing Your Characters

“A good synopsis fairly delineates what the main external and internal conflicts are. A great synopsis does the same and, by explicitly describing how those conflicts are resolved, suggests to the acquisitions editor why she should even care.”


—Evan M. Fogelman, The Fogelman Literary Agency

When writing a synopsis, some people start with characters, some with plot. But once the synopsis and story begin to take shape, character and plot are so interdependent that it’s impossible to develop one without the other. This simultaneous development is difficult to show in a linear textbook, but I have to start somewhere, so I’ll start with character.

You can have a fabulous theme and a terrific plot, but without engaging characters to people your story, the reader won’t care . . . and neither will the editor or agent. So how do you get your characters’ appeal across in a synopsis? Like this . . .

Determining your characters’ roles

Since I assume your book is already finished, you should already know your characters, so all you need to do is fill in the worksheets. However, some of the terms may be unfamiliar to you, so let me explain them.

You’ll most likely have several different types or classifications of characters: major, secondary and minor.

Major characters

Major characters are the primary people in the story, whether protagonist (hero/heroine) or antagonist (villain). By major character, I mean someone who plays a key role in the story—plot points pivot around their actions and reactions.




As an example, look at Casablanca. The primary characters are Rick Blaine and Ilsa Lund, the star-crossed lovers. The war and the refugees’ suffering are only a backdrop for the main spine of the story which hinges on Rick and Ilsa’s reactions to everything that’s going on: Ilsa’s arrival forces Rick out of his complacence; he realizes he still loves her and wants to be with her; she tries to force him to give up the letters of transit; he refuses; she realizes she loves him and decides to leave her husband, Victor. Then finally, Rick understands Victor is vitally important to the war effort, so Rick won’t let Ilsa leave her husband.

Ilsa’s husband, Victor, might appear to be a major character, but does the story pivot on his actions? No, they’re important only in how they affect Rick and Ilsa. That makes Victor a secondary character.

In The American President, President Andy Shepherd and Sydney Ellen Wade are both obviously major characters. Why? Because their reactions to events in the story are important in and of themselves. Senator Bob Rumson, who acts as the villain of the story, is also a major character because his actions are central to the core conflict of the story and the story question: Can the President live a normal life?

In the log line for Speed, we defined the “character” as the bus passengers. That works fine for the log line, but for the story itself, we need to narrow it down a little more so the reader has someone specific to root for.

We really only have two major characters: the hero, Jack Traven, and the villainous bomber, Howard Payne. Is there any doubt these two form the primary conflict of the story? And though Annie is certainly an interesting character and very vital to the story, her actions don’t really affect the theme or conflict, except in how she affects a primary character—Jack. She doesn’t even have a last name!

In Star Wars, we have four major characters: Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, Princess Leia and Darth Vader. Though Luke and Darth Vader play more prominent roles, Han and Leia’s reactions also have a direct impact on the plot as well as its resolution, so I’d classify them as major characters as well.

Here’s how I’d show the major characters on the Character List Worksheet for The American President.
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Secondary characters

What are secondary characters? Though they’re significant because they perform necessary plot functions and/or give the primary characters someone to react to, they’re not as well developed and the reader doesn’t know as much about their inner desires. We call them secondary because they’re not as important as the primary characters, yet not just walk-ons, either.

In Speed, Annie, the love interest, and Harry, Jack’s partner, are secondary characters. They spur reactions in Jack and are vital to the plot, but aren’t as important in and of themselves. Though a plot point does revolve around Harry’s death, it’s important only because of Jack’s reaction to that event.

The character classification is an even more important distinction in Star Wars. Besides Obi-Wan Kenobi, we have two very intriguing secondary characters in the droids: C-3PO and R2-D2. They provide levity and background for the primaries and are important because they impact the plot.

Because they’re so much fun, the writer’s inclination might be to include as much about them in the synopsis as possible, but it would be a mistake. Why? Because you lose the focus of what’s really important in the synopsis—the growth and development (or non-development) of the primary character(s).

An example of the worksheet for Speed with the secondary characters filled in:
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Minor characters

The third class of characters are minor or walk-on characters who are “on stage” only briefly. Sometimes they’re there to perform a single function, and you never see them again, such as the security guard at the entrance of the White House in The American President. Other times, they’re present as a needed warm body in a crowd scene like the storm troopers and rebel forces in Star Wars, or show up several times to provide background, color, or a sounding board for the other characters. Examples of minor characters would be the heroine’s sister in The American President, the bus passengers in Speed, or the Wookie in Star Wars.

That last one may surprise you. Everyone who’s seen Star Wars remembers Chewbacca, but he’s merely a convenient “sword carrier” to provide a sounding board for Han, pilot the ship, or shoot storm troopers when needed; he really has no impact on the plot at all, nor does he directly effect changes in Han or any other character. His role increases in the two sequels, but in this first story, other characters could fill in for him just as easily without losing anything vital.

This isn’t to say minor characters aren’t important. They should have a specific purpose in your story . . . or why have them there at all? And I should make it clear that major, secondary, or minor characters needn’t be people. Robots, aliens, dogs, cats, horses, and even mice, rats, and insects have played key character roles.

Here’s how I’d fill in the minor characters on the worksheet for Star Wars:
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Don’t agonize over the differences

You might not agree with some of the character classifications I’ve made, and that’s fine. This isn’t an exact science. And there’s no need to agonize over the differences when you do this for your own books. If you can’t figure out how to classify a character, just go with your instincts and pick one. It will probably become clear later if you’ve chosen correctly or not.

The only reason I make these distinctions at all is because the characters’ level of importance in the synopsis should mirror their level of importance in the story and will drive how much work you need to do on the worksheets. Naturally, we need to know a great deal more about the major characters than we do the others since they are the key players—the ones the story is about.

Secondary characters get a little more attention in the synopsis and may or may not be mentioned by name, but we don’t need to know as much about them. Minor characters are usually only mentioned in the synopsis by a tag that describes their function, occupation or relationship to a major character (the security guard, the bus driver, Andy’s daughter, etc.), and only when they have direct relevance to the plot or character development.

I’ve filled out the complete Character List worksheets below for the three movies and have provided a blank one in the appendix for your use. So, now it’s your turn. Classify your characters as major, secondary, or minor; list them on the sheet; and identify their function in the story. List only the characters you think you might use in the synopsis; it isn’t necessary to mention every crowd member or passerby.
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Getting to know you . . .

Now that you know who your major characters are, you need to ensure they come across in your synopsis as well-developed, three-dimensional people. To do this, you should know their goals, motivations and conflicts; whether or not they achieve their goals; and how they grow and/or develop over the course of the novel.




Debra Dixon wrote a marvelous book called GMC: Goal, Motivation, and Conflict, that goes into great depth on how to determine GMC for each of your characters. If you want more information on this topic, I urge you to read this book—it should be on every writer’s bookshelf.

I also added character growth and resolution, since you’ll need to know that for the synopsis. For the purposes of my discussion, I’ll give you my brief description of each term:

Goal: What the character wants; his objective

Motivation: What drives him toward the goal; why he wants it

Conflict: What hinders the character’s progress toward the goal; what’s keeping him from getting it

Resolution: Whether or not he gets it

Growth: How he changes as a result of the story

Give them something to shoot for

Each of your major characters should have at least one goal—something they want or desire very much. It can be an internal goal, meaning something the character wants emotionally such as respect, revenge, love, etc., or it can be external with a clearly-defined objective such as winning a race, solving a mystery, getting a better job, etc.

Your characters, especially your major ones, probably have multiple goals, but we want to focus on the significant ones, the ones that are germane to the plot. For example, in The American President, the heroine may want to have children, to be ten pounds thinner, or to win the Boston Marathon, but none of these goals are important to the plot so they won’t show up in the synopsis. In fact, they don’t show up in the story either, since I just made them up.

So, think about what your characters want. It can be more than one thing, internal or external, tangible or intangible, sympathetic or not, but determine what they want badly enough to take decisive action to get it.

Take a look at the Character Development Worksheets at the end of this chapter to see how I defined the goals for the major characters in each of our examples.




As in The American President, notice that a person’s goal may not be obvious at the beginning of the story, perhaps not until after the first plot point. For instance, the President doesn’t realize he wants a relationship until he meets the heroine. Then he suddenly finds a need within himself. Since this is a vital part of the story, I include it as one of his goals.
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Your turn again. Find the blank Character Development Worksheet in the appendix and fill in the goal(s) for each of your major characters. You don’t need to go into a long spiel about it; a few words or a short sentence will suffice. And, though I’ve only provided space for three goals, your characters may have more. You may also wish to complete these worksheets for your secondary characters, but they’ll probably be less detailed than those for the primaries.

Why they do those things they do

Notice that the hero and villain in The American President have the same goal: To win the next presidential election. So, the goal doesn’t have to be innately worthy or evil. In fact, it works quite well for the villain and the hero to want the same objective. What sets them apart as hero and villain, as someone with whom you sympathize or dislike, is their motivation.

For the reader to identify with a character, they need to have a worthwhile goal. This means the goal should not only be important to them, but they should also have a “good” reason or motivation, meaning something noble—or very human—that the reader can identify with.

Because we rarely see characters’ inner thoughts in movies, it’s sometimes difficult to determine motivation. But good film makers will find a way to show it to you. In The American President, we get the impression that the hero wants to win the election because he loves his country and wants to provide it with good leadership.




Senator Rumson also wants to be president, but his motivation appears to be the acquisition of power. Since his motivation isn’t nearly so noble as our hero’s, this sets him apart in the reader’s eyes as the villain.
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However, I want to point out that a protagonist’s goal doesn’t necessarily have to be noble to begin with. The President also has a goal of sending a weakened environmental bill to the floor because a stronger one would threaten the passage of the crime bill which he hopes will help get him reelected. Unsympathetic? A little, but his motivation, though skewed, is understandable.

So it’s okay to give your protagonists motivations that aren’t quite as noble as you would like. In fact, it’s good storytelling to give them a flaw or two because it leaves room for character growth—another essential building block of storytelling. Besides, characters without flaws are boring and annoying. Why would readers care what happens to Little Miss Perfect?

Sometimes it’s difficult to tell goal and motivation apart. Take Romancing the Stone for instance. When I ask students what the heroine’s goal is, they all say the same thing: To save her sister. I disagree. I believe her goal is to get the treasure map to Cartagena. Her motivation is to save her sister. Why? The majority of the movie is focused on Joan Wilder getting that piece of paper (or the emerald it represents) to the bad guys who are holding her sister hostage, not in actually rescuing her sister.

It’s a subtle difference, but does it matter? Maybe not. But if you’re struggling to determine if something is a goal or motivation, try pairing the two together. If Joan’s goal is to save her sister, what’s her motivation? Because she loves her? Doesn’t seem strong enough to structure plot points around, does it? It’s also a lot more difficult for the editor/agent to picture than the concrete goal of getting the map to Cartagena.




Okay, back to the worksheet. For each goal I established for the major characters in the example movies, I determined their motivation and wrote it down on the Character Development Worksheets at the end of this chapter.

This is a foot-stomper—pay attention. I urge you to take the time to think about your characters’ motivations and do it correctly. Most of the problems I’ve noted when editing or judging books and manuscripts lie in this area. What often happens is that a writer needs the heroine to move the plot in a certain direction, so she has her do something odd, regardless of whether it’s in character or sufficiently motivated.

Take the traditional heroine in a gothic romance for example. At some point in the story, you’ll find her heading up a staircase clad in a flimsy nightgown and armed with only a candle, even though she knows there’s a murderer on the loose.

Just to investigate a noise? Puhleeze . . . it’s not terribly bright or believable. But if you show me she’s doing it to rescue her child, that there’s something even worse behind her, or that you’ve cut off all other reasonable choices, then I’ll buy it. You can make your readers believe your characters would do anything, given sufficient motivation.

Throwing obstacles in their way

Without conflict, you don’t have a story. At least, not in the popular fiction market. As an example, look at The American President. If the President gets the girl and wins the election with no opposition, you’re likely to yawn through the whole story. Or Speed; if you don’t have the ticking time bomb, the story devolves to one about a bunch of people riding around on a bus. Exciting, huh?

That’s why clearly defined goals are so important—so there’ll be something to conflict with. If the Star Wars characters don’t care who rules the universe, then Darth Vader isn’t much of a conflict, is he?

You get the idea—conflict is necessary. For each goal your major characters have, they should have a corresponding conflict, something keeping them from reaching that goal. It can be an external force such as the evil empire in Star Wars, internal problems such as the hero’s lack of faith in his own abilities in Speed, or a combination of both.

Also note that in many stories, the characters’ goals are in conflict with each other. In The American President, both President Shepherd and Senator Rumson want to win the next election. In Speed, the bomber wants ransom money and/or to kill the bus passengers; Jack wants to stop him. In Star Wars, Darth Vader wants to blow up the rebel base; the rebels want to blow up the Death Star. Since they can’t both win, this heightens reader anticipation for the outcome.




Here’s the conflict for President Shepherd:
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Again, I’ve filled out the worksheet for each of the major characters in the three movies. Now it’s your turn. What’s keeping your characters from reaching their goals? When you figure that out, jot it down in the appropriate spots on the worksheets.

Did they win? Did they learn anything?

Now that you understand your characters’ goals, motivations and conflicts, you also need to know the resolution for each GMC set. If you’ve done your job correctly, the reader has come to care about the characters over the course of the story, so they’ll feel cheated if you don’t tell them whether or not they achieve their goals.

Editors are people, too. They want to know how the story ends just as much as the readers do. So don’t be coy and leave them hanging at the end of the synopsis, telling them they’ll have to buy the book to find out how it turns out. Unless, of course, you want an immediate rejection of your manuscript.

However, just because your characters are good guys doesn’t mean they have to achieve all—or even any—of their goals. Sometimes their objectives weren’t terribly worthy in the first place, and sometimes they realize the goal isn’t really what they wanted, or that it’s changed and evolved into something different. The converse is also true of villains—they don’t always have to fail at their goals.

Many times, goal achievement/loss is tied in with character growth. Take Han Solo’s goal in Star Wars for example. He wants to get the money and run. But over the course of the story, we see him becoming concerned about his companions and their cause, so in the crunch, he comes through to help Luke destroy the Death Star. He doesn’t achieve his original goal, but he finds that a different goal—a worthier one—is more important to him. And that shows character growth.




Not all goals have a resolution either. In The American President, we don’t know if he achieved his first two goals or not, though the ending seems to imply that he will. In this particular case, the character’s growth was more important than whether or not he met his objectives:
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Nor do all characters show growth. Villains rarely do, for obvious reasons, though you’ll usually find growth in at least one major protagonist. Take a look at the Character Development Worksheets for each of our three movies. Here, we find growth in President Shepherd, Jack Traven, Luke Skywalker and Han Solo.

Hmm, they’re all male. From this, you might conclude that either 1) only men are interesting enough to have character growth, or 2) women are so evolved they don’t need growth. However, the sample is admittedly small and I hope it’s not representative of the majority of stories in Hollywood—or of yours!

Now it’s time for you to complete your worksheets with the resolution and growth of your primary characters. Once you’ve done that, we’ll take a look at plot.
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Chapter Three
 

Understanding Your Plot

“The synopsis should clearly and directly explain the action of the story—both what happens and why. It shouldn’t be a teaser for the story, leaving the ending a mystery or raising questions about what happens next in order to entice me to read the story. Endings and outcomes of conflict are important to me, but if I have to read to the end of a 400 page manuscript to discover them for myself and I have ten of these on my desk, priority will go to the author who promises a fully-developed story in a well thought-out synopsis.”


—Jennifer Strong, Denise Marcil Literary Agency

Now that you have some idea who your characters are, you need to look at the structure you’ve put them in—the plot. A good plot will take those characters with all their quirks and foibles and test them, poking them to see how they react. Then it throws obstacles in their way, using conflict and rising tension to put their goals at risk. In turn, this allows them to grow and learn something by the end of the story.

But if you detail every nuance of the plot, you’d have to write a synopsis as long as the novel, so we’re going to focus only on the key points.

The straight line plotting method

This comes primarily from Syd Field’s Screenplay, and, though it was derived from a technique used for structuring screenplays, it also works well for novels. I’ve dubbed it the Straight Line Method for reasons which will become obvious.

Its strength lies in its simplicity as it helps focus your attention on key elements of the story to ensure you start in the right place, you don’t have a sagging middle and you end at the right time. Here’s what it looks like:




A-----B---------------C---------------D-----E

Basically, the story starts at point A and continues until it reaches the end at point E (hey, I said it was simple). I assume you’re using the popular fiction convention of a happy ending—or at least a satisfying one—and I’ve named the five primary plot points as follows:

A = The Ordinary World

B = A New Direction


C = The Change of Plans or Turning Point


D = The Black Moment


E = The Resolution


The primary characters start off in their Ordinary World at Point A until something happens (the trigger event) that sends them in a New Direction at Point B.

The tension rises as they work through the problems originating from the New Direction until something major happens in the middle of the story at Point C that sends them in another direction, changes the conflict, or gives them a new goal—the Change of Plans or Turning Point.

Their reactions to this point carry them through to the Black Moment at Point D where it seems as if everything has fallen apart and they’ll never achieve their goal(s). Then, at the end, they resolve the conflict and tie up all loose ends to finish with the Resolution and End.

This may seem a bit simplistic, but I find it useful in analyzing stories because its very simplicity makes it easier to determine the most important points that need to be put in the synopsis. So, let me explain each point in more detail.

The Ordinary World

There’s an excellent discussion of this in Christopher Vogler’s book, The Hero’s Journey, which I’ll paraphrase here.

Point A, the Ordinary World, is the accustomed way of life for one (or more) of your primary characters. The reason you need to show this is because the reader won’t understand the significance of the radical change at Point B until they know what the character’s normal life is like. This particular “point” is really more of a line, as it shows the characters in their Ordinary World between Point A and Point B, but think of it as a point for ease of discussion.




Don’t make the mistake of thinking the Ordinary World is what’s normal for you or me. It’s what’s ordinary for your character, whether it’s living as a warrior on a far-flung planet in the future, being a slave in the distant past or working as a barista in present-day Seattle. Here’s how it breaks down for each of our stories:

The American President. Andy Shepherd’s Ordinary World at the time of the story is the problem-laden environment of the White House. We see this in the first scene of the movie in the give-and-take of his staff, the rapid decision-making and the prioritization about what’s important, what can be sacrificed and what can slide. In addition, we learn he’s a popular president; his job approval rating is high. Once we understand this Ordinary World for him, we’ll be better able to understand the significance of the change that’s coming.

Speed. This movie opens with a bomber threatening to blow the brakes on an elevator full of people which will plunge them to their deaths. Most people wouldn’t consider this “ordinary,” but it is for LAPD cop Jack Traven, whose job is to save the innocent and catch the bad guys. We also see that he does it well, though rather impersonally. Here’s how I’d fill out that portion of the worksheet:
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Star Wars. This opens with scenes of Princess Leia entrusting the Death Star plans to R2-D2 and sending him off to find Obi-Wan Kenobi. But though these are the opening scenes of the movie and may be Princess Leia’s Ordinary World, they’re more in the light of background or a prologue for the main action of the story. Since the primary character of the film is Luke Skywalker, it’s his Ordinary World that’s important. And we see that his days are filled with the drudgery of his uncle’s farm, while Luke chafes to be doing something more exciting and interesting.




A New Direction

Point B is where a trigger event occurs to jerk the character out of the flow of his Ordinary World and propel him in a New Direction . . . whether he wants to go or not. This point should be fairly close to A or the beginning will drag.

The American President. President Shepherd’s fast-paced world almost grinds to a halt when he meets environmental lobbyist Sydney Ellen Wade. Suddenly, he relaxes, smiles, and takes a few moments to be alone with her, even asking if she’d like to have a doughnut with him. This unexpected attraction has hit him like a ton of bricks, so much so that he agrees to a political deal he wouldn’t have agreed to ordinarily.

Speed. Here, the New Direction might be harder to determine. When the bomber calls Jack to let him know there’s a bus about to blow up with a lot of passengers on board, it appears as though Jack is still in his Ordinary World. After all, we just saw him handle a similar crisis in the first scene. The difference is that now, the villain has made it personal, and that’s something Jack isn’t used to.
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Star Wars. Conversely, the new direction in this story is obvious. Not only has the Empire killed Luke’s aunt and uncle, but Princess Leia calls for help and Obi-Wan Kenobi urges Luke to follow in his father’s footsteps to fight for truth, justice and the Jedi way. There’s nothing keeping Luke from leaving his Ordinary World, which he doesn’t care for anyway, and heading off for the adventure and excitement he craves.

The Change of Plans or Turning Point




You might also think of Turning Points as the plot twists and turns that make a reader turn the page eagerly to see what happens next. Though a story probably has more than one turning point like this, we’ll act as though there’s only one for the sake of simplicity—the midpoint. The Point C in my illustration usually happens somewhere in the middle of the story (though it may not be the exact page number midpoint) and its purpose is to avoid the dreaded Sagging Middle Syndrome.

Since you’ve written a book, you’re probably familiar with it. Your story starts with a great hook and ends with a bang, but getting from one to the other without losing the reader’s interest is the hard part. Without something significant happening in the middle, it sags and drags the rest of the story down.

If you have something important happening at each Turning Point, however, you have something to build up to before that point, then something to react to afterward, and that will keep the reader’s interest. We’ll discuss the buildup and reaction in the next chapter, but for now, here are some examples of the Point C at the midpoint:

The American President. Point C occurs when the President and Sydney make love and she spends the night at the White House. The events before have led inexorably up to this point and after this, nothing can be the same again because the stakes have changed.

Speed. The midpoint occurs when Jack’s partner, Harry, is killed by the bomber. Until this point, Jack relied heavily on Harry to “save his butt,” but once Harry is killed, Jack must go it alone.
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Star Wars. The middle Turning Point, or Change of Plans, comes for Luke Skywalker when they are captured by the Death Star. Until that point, it was all excitement and adventure, but now it has far more serious consequences.

The Black Moment




Point D is the Black Moment—the scene where everything seems to be going horribly wrong and disaster is imminent. It’s the point where there appears to be no solution to their problem(s) and all is lost.

The American President. Andrew Shepherd’s Black Moment occurs after he makes the decision to shelve the important environmental bill in order to ensure his crime bill passes, which is even more vital to his reelection. As a result of this action, he breaks his word to Sydney, causing her to lose her job, her standing in the political community, and any respect for the man she loves. All this for legislation that has no hope of deterring crime, and seems to be inadequate to win him the reelection he wants.

Speed. There are several Black Moments toward the end, but the final and most significant one happens after Jack has saved the bus passengers and killed the bomber. Even though he’s won a partial victory, Annie is handcuffed to a subway train speeding out of control, and he’s unable to release her or stop the train. Everything he’s done so far has been for naught because Annie, the woman he has come to care for, is about to die . . . and Jack can’t do anything about it.
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Star Wars. The Black Moment comes when Luke is buzzing the Death Star in his fighter. He has less than sixty seconds to hit a small target and destroy the Death Star before it blows the rebel base to smithereens. But his hopes fade when he hears the warning klaxon as Darth Vader’s missile locks onto Luke’s fighter, spelling doom for our hero and the Rebel Alliance.

The Resolution

Point E comes almost immediately after Point D. After the primary story character hits the Black Moment, this is usually when they are forced to take stock of the choices made up to this point and evaluate them. They make important discoveries about the validity of their choices, goals and motivations, and come to a decision leading to character growth. As a result, they’re given a reward, which may include achieving their goal(s).




Or, put more simply, the end comes right after the Black Moment and often consists of three things: the realization, the decision and the reward.

The American President. As I mentioned earlier, Andrew Shepherd realizes he’s about to lose everything because he’s been so busy keeping his job, he forgot to do his job. He decides not to put up with Bob Rumson’s personal character attacks anymore, and conducts a press conference in which he pleases his staff and surprises everyone by coming out strong for what he believes in: the environmental bill, a strong crime bill and defending his own character and the woman he loves. As a result, he wins Sydney back (the reward). He also receives a standing ovation at his State of the Union address which implies he’ll win his other goals as well.

Speed. Jack realizes he doesn’t need his partner to think for him—he can do it himself. And it’s finally become personal; he can’t leave Annie to die alone. He decides to stay with her, so he analyzes the situation and speeds the train up to make it jump the tracks. The gamble pays off and they both survive (the reward) . . . chewing a lot of scenery along the way.
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Star Wars. This is a little different. The relief from the Black Moment doesn’t come as a result of Luke’s growth, but Han’s. When it appears as though Luke is doomed, Han Solo decides to save the day by zooming in at the last minute and sending Darth Vader’s fighter spinning off into space. Han came to realize the people he cared about were more important than money and saving his own hide.

Our main character, Luke, still has his moment, though, when he follows Obi-Wan’s advice to trust in The Force instead of his eyes. He fires the missile, and successfully hits the target. The story ends with the Death Star blown up, the Rebel Alliance victorious (for the moment anyway), and Luke and Han receiving medals for their victory (the rewards).




I’ve summarized these five plot points for each story in the Plot Development Worksheet examples on the following pages. And now—you guessed it—it’s your turn to do the same with the blank worksheet in the appendix. If you wish, you can do a separate plot line for each major character, but I only did it for the primary character.
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Chapter Four
 

Filling in the Gaps

“A synopsis should set the mood of the book. If a mystery, urge us to lock our office door because we’re alone. A western—make us lick the trail dust from our teeth. A romance . . . is it warm in here? The synopsis, as well as the book, should make us laugh, cry, fear, etc.”


—Jean Price, Kirkland Literary Agency

Of course there’s a heck of a lot more that goes in between the five major plot points to make up your story. To fill in the gaps, we not only need to look at the scenes that link these points together, but keep genre expectations in mind as well. And, if you want to show the editor that you’re a savvy writer and all-around smart puppy, you should incorporate these genre-unique elements in your synopsis.

The “f” word

I deliberately avoided using the “f” word—formula. Excuse me while I digress for a moment and step on my soap box. Most genre writers are justifiably offended when you call their chosen field formulaic, as if anyone with a word processor could add a dash of character here, a cup of plot there, spice it up with a little sex or blood and gore, and voilà, a story emerges whole from the crucible of your imagination.

Yeah, right.

What I’ve found is that writers of any genre invariably consider their specialization far more complex than outsiders could possibly imagine and decry attempts to condescend or call it formulaic. Yet the same person who’s offended by referring to SF stories as “sci-fi” or westerns as “shoot-em-ups” can’t understand why romance writers are upset when their stories are called “bodice rippers” and vice-versa.

Oh, they’re all eager to tell you how easy the other genres have it. After all, anyone could write a romance/mystery/science fiction/action adventure/western, right?




The truth is, they’re all tough. If you don’t believe it, just try writing one you’ve never read, then give it to someone who’s familiar with the genre and see how well you do. So, be kind when speaking of other genres and remove the “f” word from your vocabulary.

Then what do you call them?

When the uneducated speak of formula fiction, they’re really talking about a recognizable set of similarities that set a particular genre apart and allow you to point to something and say, “This is a western” or whatever genre you’re writing. These similarities, collected into a genre, make it easier for publishers to market, bookstores to shelve and consumers to find what they want to read.

And why not? Without the genre designations, you’d have to search through the entire bookstore classification of “fiction” to find the type of story you’re looking for. And if you want a mystery with a good puzzle, a romance with a happy ending, or an inspirational novel that affirms your faith in God, you don’t want to have to wade through stacks of horror, fantasy, or action/adventure to find it.

Pushing the boundaries

Yes, each genre comes with its own set of boundaries and reader expectations. But, oddly enough, I’ve found that once you’re firmly in one of these genres, adding other elements doesn’t seem to be a liability and there are few limits on your creativity.

Many genre writers gleefully stretch and twist the boundaries to pull in nonstandard elements such as formerly forbidden settings or unusual characters. More frequently, they blur the separation between the genres by doing such things as adding a mystery to science fiction, Christian themes to a western, or a touch of fantasy to an action/adventure story. Not only does this keep the genre fresh and interesting for readers, but it keeps us writers challenged as well. You have to be realistic, though, and ask yourself if genre readers are really ready to accept that splatterpunk romance you’ve written.

Because of this cross-pollination of the genres, there are many subgenres that further define them, such as the contemporary urban fantasy, the historical mystery or the legal thriller. I had originally intended to list as many subgenres as I could find, but though some stand the test of time, others flood the market, peak and fade faster than you can imagine. So, it bears repeating: Nothing can substitute for reading widely in your chosen genre. Do your homework to learn what’s hot today, what’s passé and what might be a fertile, untapped field of exploration.




But, just in case you’re not quite sure of what the reader expectations are for each genre, I’ll mention those here. And I have to add a disclaimer: As with most generalizations, these explanations should hold true for the majority of the genre, though they may not be relevant for a specific instance.

Mainstream

Mainstream is not a genre, per se. These novels either don’t fit into one of the defined classifications, or they stretch genre boundaries so far that they no longer rest comfortably within them. They often mirror contemporary thinking and include such elements as topical and social issues, ethnic experiences, literary themes, etc.

What most of them have in common is the strong presence of a message, or theme. The synopsis, of course, should reflect this. Though it may or may not overtly state your theme, it should show how you develop and contrast it throughout your story. Take The Big Chill for example. The theme might be: You can’t go home again. So, in writing the synopsis, I would focus on those scenes and elements that illustrate this concept.

And if your novel fits into one of the genres yet also has a strong theme, you should demonstrate that theme along with the genre requirements in your synopsis.

Action/Adventure

These novels focus, as the name suggests, on action and adventure. The action starts when the good guys discover the threat posed by the bad guys and rarely slows down as the hero is put through increasingly grueling and violent ordeals until the triumphant ending.

The protagonist is strong and capable, and must rely primarily on his own abilities—he can’t count on higher powers to step in and help him defeat the villains. Though this genre incorporates more sex and violence than the others, these elements should not be gratuitous. Instead, they should advance the plot and/or character growth. And, though the protagonists have traditionally been male, more and more of today’s action/adventure novels feature women in these roles.




The synopsis should focus on the identification and escalation of the threat, and in showing how one person (or team) pits himself against a dangerous foe using a fast pace and high tension so he can come out on top in the end.

Take Die Hard for example. Once the Ordinary World is established, the synopsis for this story would focus first on the appearance of the villains, showing their threat. As the tension escalates, you would show how the off-duty cop, virtually alone, unarmed and barefoot, is able to triumph in the end.

Children’s/Young Adult/New Adult

These stories are differentiated from other genre novels primarily by the target audience. Children’s stories usually feature child protagonists who are slightly older than the target age group and focus on problems individual to them, often reassuring the young reader that others feel as they do. Writers in this area should resist the urge to preach and should ensure the children solve their own problems without relying on adults to do it for them.

Young Adult focuses on the stresses and issues high school-aged teenagers confront, whether in this time, in the distant past or the far future.

A newer subgenre, New Adult, focuses on the problems and tribulations of those who have graduated from young adulthood and now face the pressures and confusion of college, or building a new life or career for themselves after high school. They are often edgier than the young adult novels and may have more violence or sex.

The synopses for these kind of stories, then, should address the topics above. Many of these stories also fall into one of the other categories such as fantasy (with the possibility of non-human protagonists such as dogs or mice for younger children), mystery, or romance (young adult and new adult only). In those cases, ensure your synopsis includes the elements particular to that subgenre as well. And since many of them also have a strong theme, ensure its development is also demonstrated.

Take The Hunger Games for example. The synopsis for this Young Adult story would make the heroine’s age clear, then show the problems she is dealing with and how she chooses to handle them. Though there are some adults who assist her in understanding the games and how to win, the young protagonist solves her own problems.




Historical

The plot in your historical novel must arise naturally from the unique location and time period in which it is set. Because the range of historical periods and their accompanying individual flavors and customs is vast, reader expectations aren’t as restricted as in the western (described later). However, it’s imperative that your story fit in the specific time and place you’ve chosen and no other.

Research, of course, is also essential. Not only will it ensure your facts are correct, but will help you accurately portray the ambiance of the period. However, be careful not to clutter up your synopsis with a dry explanation of historical events or all those fascinating little tidbits you’ve gleaned from your research. Once you’ve shown the characteristics that make your story unique to this place and time, relate only those historical details that are vital to understanding the characters and/or the plot in the synopsis.

For example, in Gone With the Wind, the synopsis would clearly show the story is set during the Civil War. But, rather than giving us a detailed description of the progress of each battle, the synopsis would show how the events of the time affect the characters in the story.

Inspirational

These stories center around the characters’ religious beliefs (primarily Christian) or values reflecting biblical principles to show how real people deal with spiritual conflicts. The theme is central to these novels, so the synopsis should demonstrate how the writer develops the theme throughout the story.

The Preacher’s Wife is an example of this. This story centers around the preacher’s faltering faith and disillusionment, so the synopsis would highlight those scenes and elements that reflect this focus.

Mystery/Suspense/Thriller

These categories are often lumped together, though there are many distinct subgenres beloved by their readers (exactly how many varies depending on which website you read). However, there are a few differences I should mention. The traditional mystery focuses on solving a crime or puzzle, or preventing a criminal action. The reader, who knows no more than the protagonist does, tries to solve the mystery simultaneously.




Suspense and thriller novels, on the other hand, often focus not on who did it, but how to catch the perpetrator or prevent a catastrophic event from taking place. In addition, they may have higher stakes. Instead of solving the murder of one or a handful of victims, they might concentrate on larger numbers: the occupants of a hospital, the integrity of the justice system, the denizens of a city about to be destroyed or the freedom of a nation. In some cases, the reader may know who the villain is, but is kept in suspense wondering if the hero will stop their dastardly deeds.

The tone is also different. While a mystery focuses on keeping the reader guessing as the puzzle unravels, suspense and thriller novels jack up the tension to keep readers on the edge of their seats.

Most of these stories, however, have several things in common: at least one victim or potential victims, an antagonist who has committed a crime or plans to commit one, and a protagonist who solves or prevents the crime/catastrophic event. In addition, they strew clues and red herrings throughout the story to keep you guessing about the ending. Many also use the effective plot device of a “ticking clock” in which the tension is heightened as the protagonist races against the clock to prevent a murder or catastrophe from happening before the zero hour.

The synopsis for the traditional mystery, then, will describe how the puzzle unravels, disclosing clues and red herrings as well as villains and false suspects (along with their motive, means and opportunity) as they are revealed in the story. The suspense and thriller synopses will show many of these same things, but also reflect how the tension is kept to a maximum.

In the synopsis for Agatha Christie’s traditional mystery, Murder on the Orient Express, the murder takes place right away and the writer would concentrate on showing the clues and red herrings, plus establishing motive, means and opportunity for all of the suspects until Hercule Poirot is able to unravel the mystery and unmask the killers.

Romance

Romance readers expect their stories to be primarily about the relationship between a man and a woman. These stories explore the development of that relationship and may include the lovers’ meeting, their attraction, the first kiss, their realization and declaration of love, the act of making love, and the happy ending when they commit to each other.

Your story may not have all of these elements, and they may not appear in this order. But you must have some sort of strong internal and/or external conflict keeping your hero and heroine apart throughout the story until the required happy ending.




Within that framework, stories may vary widely in setting, time period, level of sensuality and tone, and may include elements from other genres (again, there are many subgenres). But, for the synopsis, the most important thing to show is the development of the romance—how the hero and heroine’s feelings and relationship change and develop as each scene throws complications in their way.

In Working Girl, the attraction between the hero and heroine draws them together while her deception and their working relationship pulls them apart. The synopsis, then, would concentrate on showing how their jobs and the lies affect their relationship and keep them from committing to each other until the end.

Speculative Fiction

Speculative fiction is a catchall term for science fiction, fantasy and horror novels. Though they often differ widely in readership, they also have many things in common (indeed, they’re frequently shelved together), and it’s difficult to talk about one without the others. They’re all speculative in that they hypothesize what might happen if the world as we know it was . . . different.

In science fiction, the speculation is most often based on what is possible—extrapolating the effect of new technology, advanced science, alien contact or evolving social structures on the world of tomorrow.

Fantasy stories, on the other hand, are usually about the impossible. Traditionally, fantasies have been set in worlds where the physical laws are different than ours and magic is not only possible, but is an expected and accepted part of that world. Urban fantasies can also feature magic appearing in the contemporary world, though the fantasy elements may only be known by a smaller portion of the novel’s population.

Horror differs from fantasy primarily in tone, and the theme is usually one of good versus evil. Most often set in contemporary society, they explore what happens when the impossible invades the real world, and focus on evoking fright in the reader.

In order to fit in this genre, the SF/fantasy/horror element must be integral to the story. If you remove it and the story doesn’t collapse, then it doesn’t belong in this category. So, in the synopsis, you need to ensure you include those elements that make your story fit the speculative fiction mold, describe the milieu (the world) it’s set in, and explain the rules (if any) which govern the speculative universe.




For Willow, you would establish the magical fantasy universe, showing that the existence of fairies, trolls, brownies, etc., is taken for granted. The conflict, as in many fantasies, is one of good versus evil, so you would develop that theme by detailing those scenes and elements that develop it, until the final clash when good triumphs.

Western

I differentiate this genre from other historical novels because the unique characteristics of the traditional western have carved out a separate place for it. Usually set west of the Mississippi River between 1860 and 1880, traditional westerns contain clearly defined protagonists and antagonists, and focus on the unwritten “Code of the West.”

Protagonists are strong, single-minded individualists who possess courage, resourcefulness, and a sense of justice and moral responsibility. These stories reflect an underlying sense of optimism and celebrate the American heritage of entrepreneurship and love of freedom.

The protagonists have traditionally been male, but the Women Writing the West movement has put more emphasis on realistic portrayals of people and their experiences in the west. While they still might show an adherence to the “code,” they more often reflect a journey of self-discovery.

To be considered a true western, the plot must be an inextricable part of the time period. Your synopsis, then, should show how this unique time and place is the backbone of your story, and how the characters change and grow as they pit themselves against the dangers of the American west.

An example is High Noon. This fits the genre by relying on the romanticized Old West custom of the gunfight at high noon. The synopsis would focus on the changes that occur in the townspeople and the marshal as he lives up to the code of the west by facing four professional killers alone.

What, no worksheet?

I didn’t create a separate worksheet for genre considerations because they vary so widely from one to the other. But don’t worry, you’ll get a chance to use what you’ve learned in the next section after you read about scenes.




Filling in the scenes

I assume you know how to write a scene. If not, track down a book called Techniques of the Selling Writer by Dwight Swain or Elements of Fiction Writing - Scene & Structure by Jack Bickham. They do an excellent job of explaining scene construction.

What are scenes? They’re the glue that hold your plot in place. Your major plot points, scenes in themselves, are strung together by a series of smaller scenes that are equally important.

Ideally, each individual scene in your story will have a definitive beginning and end, follow logically from the scene before, and accomplish at least one of three things:

1. Show character development (goal, motivation, conflict, growth and/or change)

2. Advance the main plot thread


3. Satisfy genre requirements or demonstrate the theme


In fact, if the scene doesn’t accomplish at least one of these three things, ask yourself if you really need it. Chances are, you don’t.

Building the outline

Back in Chapter One, I said I’d show you how to start with an outline to work toward a synopsis. Here’s where you create that outline. You already have some elements of it on the Plot Development Worksheet. Now all you need to do is flesh it out with the other scenes on the Story Outline Worksheet.

This is the easy part. All you need to do is take a look at your story and break it down scene by scene, then write a short bullet statement that describes each one in the order it occurs. You will also include those major plot points you defined on the Plot Development Worksheet since they are scenes as well, but you’ll go into less detail than you did on that worksheet.

I’ve completed worksheets at the end of this chapter for the three movies. They’re not in the traditional outline format you learned in English class, but try it anyway. The purpose of this worksheet is not to explain everything that happens in the scene, but to lay out the story in the order in which it occurs.

You’ll notice I didn’t go into a lot of detail. This will help you get the scene down to the essence of what happened which will help later when you actually write the synopsis. However, what I did do was keep in mind the genre expectations for each example, and used those bullets to show where the genre element appeared.




The American President. Since this is a romance, I noted the points in the story where the relationship changed and developed: their meeting, their attraction to each other, their first kiss, making love, declaring their love for each other (at different times), the Black Moment (when it looks as though everything has gone bad) and finally, their decision to commit to a relationship together.

Speed. In this thriller, the scene bullets not only show how the tension is kept cranked to the max, but I also took care to show where the clues were planted. The villain’s missing thumb, the fact that he used a “cheesy watch timer” such as those given in retirement ceremonies, and his expert knowledge are what lead Harry to realize the bomber must be a retired policeman from the bomb squad.

Later, our villain Howard calls Annie a wildcat. When Jack notices her University of Arizona shirt and recalls their football team is the Wildcats, he realizes Howard can somehow see them, which allows him to find the hidden camera and foil the bomber’s plot.

Star Wars. These genre bullets were a little more difficult to define. Since this is science fiction, it’s important to show the “world” in which the story takes place for the synopsis. However, this isn’t demonstrated in any one scene, but is prevalent throughout the story. I’ll show how to include those “world” elements in the next chapter, but I did make note of the points in the story where the distinctive futuristic element, The Force, played a large part.

The theme was also significant in this story (good versus evil), so I ensured it was included by showing each point where Vader’s malignant evil was demonstrated: His murder of Luke’s aunt and uncle, his destruction of Alderaan despite the fact that Leia gave him what he asked for and his fight with Obi-Wan where he wins by using the dark side of The Force.

These incidents show not only that he is truly evil, but why he must be stopped, making our heroes look even more heroic by comparison. And their victory is so much sweeter because Vader is a powerful adversary, showing that good will triumph over evil, even when the villain is a giant like Goliath and the good guys have nothing but a slingshot with which to bring him down.




Some of my students find this step isn’t necessary if the book is already complete; they have no problem summarizing their story once they know their GMC and major plot points. Others, however, have a hard time shrinking their story down to the short synopsis size many editors want today. If you’re like one of my friends who writes five paragraphs to answer a simple yes or no question, you will probably benefit from this exercise.

Do I use this worksheet? No. At least, not to write a synopsis for stories that are complete. However, when I’m creating a new story, I use a plotting board that does the same thing, then use that to write my synopsis. I’ve included a description of how I use the plotting board in Appendix D.

If you’re the type of person who would benefit from listing your scenes, turn to the blank Story Outline Worksheet in Appendix A and fill it out for your novel. Don’t worry yet which scenes you’re going to include in the synopsis and which you’re going to leave out. Just write them all down on the worksheet using a brief bullet sentence for each one, include the elements particular to your genre and show the theme if desired.
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Chapter Five
 

Writing the First Draft

“A synopsis should cover your book from page one through to ‘the end’. Never submit an incomplete synopsis with the ending, ‘If you want to find out what happens, you will have to ask/read the entire manuscript.’ That’s an immediate rejection.”


—Linda M. Kruger, Vice President, The Fogelman Literary Agency

Now that you have all the information you need to write the synopsis, what do you do with it all? That’s easy. Just take all the data in your worksheets, weave them together and write the synopsis.

Whaddaya mean, you need more guidance? Okay, I’ll give it a shot. But now we’re getting into the vague stuff, so this will be a little tougher to explain.

How long should your synopsis be?

The real answer is: Make it as long as the editor/agent wants it. The market information on your Preliminary Worksheet may help you answer this question for your specific situation. However, because some editors like longer synopses and others prefer them short, I wrote both lengths for the examples. You might want to do the same as well, so you’ll have both sizes ready to go in case your first submission is rejected.

If the publisher didn’t specify the length of the synopsis, don’t panic. Just write one to the length you’re comfortable with (though you probably don’t want to go too far over ten pages).

Don’t confuse this with the working synopsis. Many writers draft out the story in an outline or narrative form before they begin the novel, then refer to this working synopsis to write the book. It may be any length you want (I’ve seen them ranging from twenty-five to fifty pages) and contain anything you deem necessary. It doesn’t matter, because you’re the only one who’s going to see it. Its primary purpose is to help you write the book. The purpose of the selling synopsis, on the other hand, is to help you sell the story.




My longer selling synopses seem to average between eight and twelve pages, though more complex stories have come in around twenty. And a short synopsis is usually less than four. Since I find it easier to remove things from a synopsis than add them, I write the longer one first, then cut it down if I need a shorter one. The remainder of the text will assume you’re going to do the same.

How not to begin the synopsis

There are a number of different ways to begin a synopsis and I’ll show you a few of them in a moment. But first, I’d like to explain how not to do it.

I recall one fantasy contest entry I judged that began something like this: “(Title) is an amusing little allegorical tale for the intellectually astute . . . ”

I don’t know about you, but this opening made my hackles rise. Insult me right off, why don’t you? If I don’t like it, don’t find it funny, or don’t “get it,” I’m stupid. Other synopses I’ve read have promised tender scenes, exciting conclusions, hysterical dialogue, etc. In each case, the writer is telling the reader (contest judge, agent, editor, etc.) how to feel.

This is not a good idea. Why? For the simple reason that the reader will, quite literally, be the judge of whether it evokes any emotions in them or not. By telling them how they’re supposed to feel, you risk offending them or setting up a challenge (go ahead, make me laugh. I dare you!). Worse, if it doesn’t evoke the emotion you intended, you might make them think you missed the boat so far, you don’t even have any oars in the water.

So, resist the urge to tell the reader how to feel. In fact, avoid addressing the reader at all. Some other ways I’ve seen writers talk directly to the reader are in parenthetical remarks such as:

(this is the main source of conflict) or (this will be explained later)

But it’s perfectly fine to use such phrases as:Harry (Jack’s partner) or Bill 455 (the environmental legislation)

Remarks that explain unfamiliar terms are fine. The ones to avoid are those that address the reader directly because they jerk the reader out of the narrative flow of your story.




Some opening structures

There are probably many ways to open a synopsis I haven’t seen, but three seem to be the most popular. Let’s give them names for ease of reference:

The Dive

The Hook


The Map


The Dive.
In this method, the writer just dives right in and starts telling the story. They begin by describing the opening scene and continue telling the story as it unfolds until they reach the end. It’s not fancy, but it is effective.

This method works best with stories that don’t have a lot of backstory (that stuff that happened before the story started; things we need to understand before we can grasp what’s going on), don’t have a lot of major characters and don’t have a high concept. Since this describes the story in The American President, I chose to begin its synopsis with The Dive (see Appendix B for the sample synopses).

I’d also use this method to write a synopsis about Romancing the Stone since there aren’t a lot of things we need to understand about the story up front. Instead, we can dive right in and tell the story from beginning to end without losing or confusing the reader.

The Hook. With this method, the writer creates a sentence or short paragraph that captures the essence of their story and states it up front to intrigue the reader or set the tone. Once they’ve done that, then they dive into the story.

Here’s where the log line or theme come in handy. You can use one of them as is or embellish it to hook the editor into wanting to read more.

It’s best to use this method when you have a book with an intriguing story question or a high concept. Because Speed is this kind of story, I chose to begin it with The Hook. Instead of using my log line as is, however, I jazzed it up a bit to make it more interesting.

Another example of a movie whose synopsis you might want to start with The Hook is Back to the Future. The intriguing concept of a teen having to make sure his parents fall in love so he’ll be born is the bait to lure the reader in.




The Map.
I find this method helpful when I have a lot of backstory or major characters. It’s difficult to work it all smoothly into a narrative, so I set the foundation up front by using headings such as Background, Prologue, or Character, then provide any information the editor needs to understand before the story starts. Once The Map is set up, it’s easier to dive into the story.

This works well for longer, more complex novels, or those having a great deal of backstory or characters to introduce. I chose to use The Map for Star Wars in order to establish the milieu in which it is set, and because there are so many major characters.

A synopsis for Casablanca might also start with The Map, to set up the time period and possibly the past Ilsa and Rick share. I would definitely use this method for Marvel’s The Avengers because there are so many main characters, it would be very difficult to keep them straight without a . . . well, without a map.

You can combine these methods any way you like or invent your own. There is no “right” way; choose the one that is best for your novel. If you’re unsure which one to start with, try two or three different methods and see which works best.

What to include in the beginning

Now that you have your beginning structure, you need to know what to put in it. I start by focusing on one character, whoever seems to be the most important or major one of the story, then incorporate these elements for that character:

Their GMC

Their Ordinary World (Point A)


The New Direction (Point B)


As luck would have it, I already have that information mapped out on my handy-dandy worksheets. The trick, then, is to put all that information together in a form that will read like a story and not a worksheet exercise.

Let’s assume we’re beginning with The Dive, since the other two are just variations on it. One way to start is by giving some sense of the character’s Ordinary World with at least one major goal and its accompanying motivation. Once that’s established, you can reveal the conflict keeping him from reaching that goal.




Sometimes the goal, motivation and/or conflict is inherent in the trigger event that sends the character in a New Direction. Sometimes another character provides the GMC. Other times, you don’t learn this information until after the trigger event. It doesn’t matter. Just ensure you mention it in whatever order seems most appropriate.

For example, in writing a synopsis for Romancing the Stone, I’d start with Joan Wilder and show her in her Ordinary World as a timid romance writer who wants to find the perfect man like the ones she writes about (goal) because she thinks it will make her happy (motivation), but she hasn’t been able to find a man who measures up to her ideal (conflict).

The New Direction (hearing her sister has been kidnapped) jerks Joan out of her Ordinary World and gives her additional GMC: Her new goal is to get the treasure map to Cartagena, her motivation is to save her sister’s life, and her immediate (internal) conflict is that she’s timid and afraid of adventure. Later, I would show the additional external conflict of the people who are out to steal the map from her.

Once you’ve done this for your primary character, you can add the GMC for the other major characters as well (you don’t need it for the secondary or minor ones—you won’t have room!). For example, after we send Joan in her New Direction, she’ll meet up with Jack, then we can show his GMC.

In the sample synopses, I described Point A and B for only one character—the primary one. That’s usually all you need, though you can do the same for the others if you wish.

And, if they’re important to an understanding of your story, you may also want to incorporate the following into the beginning of your synopsis:

Scenes between Point A and Point B

Genre considerations (if any)


Setting


Time period


Theme


Now that you know what goes in the synopsis, the next question is . . .




How long should the beginning be?

The beginning should be as long as it needs to be, and no longer. Flippant, but true. You need to establish a foundation for the rest of your synopsis by setting up sufficient information so the reader will understand the significance of the remainder. But if you provide too much backstory, the beginning will drag, which is the kiss of death.

Many writers (and I’m no exception) get caught in the trap of falling in love with the worlds they’ve created or with enticing bits of research information. Your tendency may be to describe them in the synopsis, but resist that urge or your synopsis will become bogged down in too much irrelevant detail.

Writers of historical fiction are especially prone to this malady. For example, I might be fascinated by the life and exploits of Billy the Kid, but if it isn’t germane to my story or the goals, motivations and conflicts or my characters, you’ll thank me for sparing you from a detailed explanation of the Lincoln County War. Especially if Billy boy’s only significance to the plot is that he caused my heroine to avoid the part of town in which he was jailed.

This is true of other genres as well—tell us only what we must know to understand the story. For instance, science fiction writers should spare us from a detailed explanation of the workings of their time-warping whatsit in the synopsis unless we need that information to follow the storyline. Similarly, mystery writers should avoid an intricate textbook explanation of the gruesome effects of the poisonous murder weapon, action/adventure writers should resist the urge to explain how to build a grenade launcher from scratch and . . . you get the idea.

Leave these unnecessary details out, then once the editor is dazzled by your brilliant succinct synopsis, she’ll be willing to read all about the neat stuff in the sparkling prose of your novel.

But just how do you determine what to put in and what to leave out? Well, if it’s one of those elements I mentioned above that belong in the beginning (GMC, plot points, setting, etc.), then obviously leave it in. If it’s not, ask yourself this question: “If I leave it out, will the reader be confused?” If the answer is no, then remove it.

Because you’re setting up the rest of the book, you’ll probably find the beginning of your story takes up much more space, proportionately speaking, than the rest. By this, I mean that the start of your novel may take up two chapters (say, one-tenth) of the book, but the beginning of your synopsis might be a fifth of the whole.




Don’t worry about it—that’s perfectly all right. In fact, I’d expect it to be longer than the rest precisely because you’re setting up those dominoes. Just remember to remove those irrelevant tidbits you find so fascinating or you’ll commit the cardinal sin of boring the reader.

Examples

The selling synopses (long version) I wrote for each of the three movies are at Appendix B. However, these examples are not in proper manuscript submission format. To learn proper format, refer to Chapter Six.

In a novel, it’s easy to convey someone’s thoughts and emotions very clearly, but it’s less so in film. Since we weren’t able to read these characters’ minds in the three movies, I had to interpret their feelings through the actors’ words and expressions. Quite frankly, I guessed . . . but I don’t think I’m far off the mark.

The American President. The beginning consists of the first eight paragraphs, up to President Shepherd’s New Direction. In the first paragraph, I dive right in to establish the primary character, Shepherd, and his goal of winning reelection. We don’t actually learn about Senator Rumson at this point in the story, but I chose to introduce him here along with his goal and conflict in order to contrast it with Shepherd’s and set him up as an opponent.

I don’t ordinarily relate scenes out of order, but this explanation happened to fit better here. And, since the information doesn’t have any impact on the other scenes surrounding it in its actual location, it doesn’t confuse matters to move it. I don’t recommend you do this often— only when it seems warranted.

The rest of the beginning shows more of Shepherd’s GMC along with his Ordinary World, Sydney’s GMC, the ticking clock, the New Direction and their reaction to this meeting (satisfying romance genre conventions).

If you check the Story Outline Worksheet, you’ll see I also included most of the scenes. Some are told in more detail because they show GMC or provide plot information, but others are merely skimmed over. In fact, I left one of them out altogether—when A.J. asks Andy to stop in at the GDC meeting. It was necessary in the story to foreshadow his appearance, but not needed in the synopsis.

So, I’ve done my job. The beginning includes the first two plot points, the major characters’ GMC and some of the other elements as well. I already mentioned the scenes and genre considerations, but the setting and time period, while not explicitly stated, are implied in the occupation of the primary character.




Speed. In this story, the first thirteen paragraphs comprise the beginning. The first paragraph is our hook, and it tells us right away what the goal, motivation and conflict are going to be.

The second paragraph shows Jack Traven’s Ordinary World and introduces the villain and his initial goal in the story, while the third brings in Harry and Mac. The following paragraphs may seem an overly detailed explanation of the opening scenes, but I chose to include them because they demonstrate how Jack responds under pressure, show his relationship with his partner (providing motivation), foreshadow Harry’s death and set the tone for the fast action to follow. In addition, the fourth paragraph drops a clue to the bomber’s identity.

The remaining beginning paragraphs explain the villain’s goal and motivation along with the New Direction which supplies Jack with goal, motivation, conflict and a ticking clock all in one neat package.

So, I’ve used the relevant scenes from the story outline and satisfied genre considerations by defining the stakes and mentioning the first clue (the villain’s missing thumb). The time period is implied as the present and the setting is revealed in the opening sentence as Los Angeles.

Star Wars. This format will probably be easiest to understand, because many of the elements are laid out so neatly in The Map.

The opening paragraph explains the background, or backstory. This satisfies genre considerations by establishing the milieu, time period, setting and the futuristic element that makes this speculative fiction (The Force); provides GMC for both sides of the conflict; and introduces the theme of good versus evil. Whew—all that in one paragraph. Impressive, huh?

The following paragraphs about Luke, Han, Leia and Vader reveal their Ordinary Worlds as well as their GMC, and the prologue reveals more of Leia’s GMC along the events that move Luke in a New Direction.

The only scene I didn’t cover is the one in which Obi-Wan rescues Luke from the sand people. How they found each other is irrelevant—only the fact that they did is important.

I might also mention that, while I was correct about listing Chewbacca as a minor character and not needing to use him in the synopsis, I was surprised to learn I didn’t need C-3PO either. It’s his pal R2 who does all the plot work—3PO just interprets R2’s beeps and whistles for us in the story.




Your turn

Okay, you try it now. On the first draft, don’t worry about how long it is or agonize over word choices. Just ensure you incorporate all the necessary elements and get the information down in some semblance of order. Once you’ve drafted the entire synopsis, then you can go back and tweak it to your heart’s content.

Tense

Before you begin, a brief word about tense. You may have noticed the example synopses are written in third person, present tense. Yours should be, too; this is true of all synopses, regardless of the tense or point of view of your story.

I don’t know why. Perhaps the present tense makes it feel more immediate, as if it’s happening at this moment, or maybe it’s one of those rules that had a reason back at the dawn of publishing, but no one remembers why any more. Whatever the rationale, just accept the fact that it’s one of those format thingies editors expect you to know and adhere to.

But what do you do when the events you’re relating occurred in the past? The tendency of many writers is to continue using present tense in the synopsis, or to use past perfect, since that’s what they most often use in their manuscript to relate what happened in the past. However, when the events you relate in the synopsis happened before the story started, you should refer to them in past tense.

Confused? Let me give you an example from the synopsis for Speed: It’s just a normal day in the life of Jack Traven, LAPD cop, as the bomb squad responds to a call. This is written in present tense because it happens in the beginning of the story.

However, if this event happened before the story began and we didn’t see it in the course of the story, you would say: It was just a normal day in the life of Jack Traven, LAPD cop, when the bomb squad responded to a call. The changed words are in bold. I might also add something like: . . . three months earlier at the end to clarify when it happened.

What I would not do is write the past event like this in the synopsis: It had been just a normal day in the life of Jack Traven . . .




Writing the middle

For me, the middle is the most difficult part of writing the synopsis. It seems fairly obvious that the beginning needs to establish your character, plot and genre parameters, and that the ending needs to tie everything up. But figuring out what to put in the middle is a lot more difficult. What facts do you leave in or take out? Which scenes do you describe in detail and which do you just mention in passing or leave out altogether?

What goes in the middle

The middle of your synopsis should include the following:

Character reaction to The New Direction (Point B)

Scenes from Point B to Point C


The Change of Plans (Point C)


Character reaction to the Change of Plans


Scenes from Point C to Point D


If you have more than one turning point (Point C), you could include those as well in a longer synopsis. Optionally, the middle might also contain one or both of the following:

Genre considerations

Theme


Where do I get this information?

You’ll need your completed Plot Development Worksheet and the Story Outline Worksheet. The first contains the data you need to describe Plot Point C, and the second lists the scenes you’ll need.

The character reaction might be a little more difficult because I didn’t specifically have you write this down on the worksheets. But after spending umpteen months writing your book, you should be intimately familiar with their reactions. However, you might want to keep your Character Development Worksheets handy to remind yourself of their GMC, because the middle is going to show how that GMC develops and changes as a result of the plot.

If you choose to develop the theme, I recommend you show it at least three times throughout the synopsis (at the beginning, middle and end). For some reason, three seems to be a magic number. Show it only twice and they may not remember. Mention it too often, and it may seem as though you’re hitting them over the head with a two by four. But three times is usually just right. I did this in the longer synopsis for The American President, using the recurring motif of the President trying to give Sydney roses to show the theme of how difficult it is for him to date normally.




As an example of how to write the middle section of Romancing the Stone, I’d pick up where I left off at the beginning and show how Joan travels to Colombia and meets Jack, then how the tension and conflict build as they fight off the jungle and the bad guys as they attempt to get to a town so they can achieve their conflicting goals: Joan wants to call her sister’s captors so she can get the map to them, and Jack wants to make a copy of the map so he can go after the stone himself.

The midpoint comes when they reach the town and celebrate their survival, then decide on a Change of Plans—they’ll go after the emerald together. The rest of the middle shows the result of this Turning Point and what happens between the time of that decision until they reach the Black Moment.

Describing the scenes for maximum effect

You could just list all of the scenes in the order they happened, but that would be tedious. Some scenes are a great deal more significant than others, and some don’t need to be explained at all—in the synopsis, that is. It bears repeating: If a scene doesn’t have a specific story-related purpose, then take it out, no matter how wonderful it is.

When describing scenes, the tendency for many beginners is to focus on the plot, explaining what happens step by incredibly detailed step. Yes, the plot is an integral part of the story, but what’s equally important is to show how these plot points affect your story people—the characters.

In other words, don’t just tell us what happened, but explain why it’s significant. What effect does it have on the plot? On the characters? On the genre requirements? And as a rule of thumb, if the scene doesn’t show change in the character, the main plot thread, or the genre thread, leave it out of the synopsis.

Since you have limited space, you don’t want to describe every scene in the same detail. In fact, you may want to lump several scenes together. In Romancing the Stone, the scenes showing how Jack Colton and Joan Wilder get to know each other are necessary to demonstrate how their relationship develops while you’re living the story along with them, but it wouldn’t be necessary to detail it in a synopsis of that story.




Instead, you could show this with one inclusive sentence by saying something like: Jack and Joan grow from distrusting each other to cautious friendship as they trudge through the jungle.

Notice how this tells us what happens (trudging through the jungle), but also explains why it’s important (they begin to trust each other).

Look at the short synopsis for Speed. The scenes showing the suspense and danger of driving above 50 mph through busy Los Angeles streets are necessary in the story to show the risk and the stakes, but you don’t need to give us a blow-by-blow description of it. Instead, the synopsis reads: Meanwhile, Jack is trying to keep the bus from slowing down as they careen through the city streets.

Again, this shows us what happened (the danger of driving at a high speed through the streets of LA) and explains why it’s important (they can’t let the bus slow down).

Now you try it. Gather all your necessary information and write a draft of the middle of your synopsis.

Writing the end

Everything you’ve written so far should lead logically to the story’s conclusion. The ending, like the opening, may be proportionately longer than the rest of the book. Again, I would expect that to be the case because the ending needs sufficient space to tie up all your loose ends.

You’ve probably already figured out what goes here, but I’ll list it anyway. The ending should include:

The Black Moment

The Conclusion


Resolution of all plots and subplots


Character growth and goal/conflict resolution


Now you try it. Gather all your necessary information and write a draft of the end of your synopsis.

The Black Moment

The middle showed all of the events leading to the Black Moment, including what decisions led the character to this point in time, and exactly what the consequences are. I described this plot point in Chapter Four, but as a reminder, this is the moment when everything seems to be going horribly wrong. The virtuous Penelope is desperate because her mother is dying, the mortgage on their beloved home is due, they’re flat broke . . . and the mustache-twirling landlord is demanding Pen use her body as payment or they’ll be evicted into the blizzard.




The discussion of your Black Moment should essentially do the same thing as the sentence above. It should show what’s at stake and make it appear as though nothing could possibly make it right. Once the reader is convinced nothing can save poor Penelope, show us what she learns as a result of this moment and the decision she makes to change it (her character growth). And since she’s made the right decision, reward her with achievement of her goals (or with what she needs, which may be entirely different).

The traditional melodrama would have the hero appear to vanquish the villain and save the day, but in today’s popular fiction, Pen is more likely to save herself. She might realize the twist of paper she planned to start a fire with is really a deed giving her ownership of the house, and decide to call the cops. Or, she might realize the landlord isn’t so bad after all and decide to give in to his demands. Either way, she’ll probably get the “reward” she deserves.

The Resolution

The characters’ realization, decision and reward follow the Black Moment, and the remainder of the conclusion should tie up all the loose ends of the plot, resolve the characters’ goals and conflicts and show how the character has grown.

Once you’ve done this, bring the synopsis to an end. Don’t just peter out with a weak statement of what happened in the last scene. At this point, you don’t want the editor to keep turning the pages; you want her to realize the story is over. Sure, you could put “The End” or something similar, but I prefer to bring everything to some sort of closure.

I’ve done this in a number of ways: With a statement of character growth or reward, by summarizing the theme, adding a bit of humor or providing some resonance with the title or the genre requirements.

In the example in the appendix for The American President, I tied the final line back in to the title and the theme, with a bit of humor thrown in. Speed ends with the only bit of dialogue I quoted in the three synopses. It seemed such a fitting ending to the movie that I thought it was appropriate as the final line of the synopsis. And the last line of Star Wars, by promising The Force will always be with Luke, shows his reward for what he has learned.




Example

In Romancing the Stone, the end of the synopsis would show Joan’s Black Moment at the fort when she, her sister, Jack and the emerald are all captured by Colonel Zolo. It looks as though they’re all going to die and no one is left to save them.

Joan realizes she must be brave (growth) and save herself, so she chooses to fight Zolo while her sister faints. This leads to Jack’s Black Moment—he has a crocodile by the tail (literally) who has swallowed the emerald that will give him everything he’s ever wanted . . . but Joan needs his help. If he lets go of the croc, he’ll lose his dream, but if he doesn’t let go, Joan will die. He makes the right decision (growth) and lets go of the tail and his dream, but it’s all for naught because Joan has saved herself.

Nevertheless, Jack is rewarded for his correct decision by being able to retrieve the emerald anyway so he can afford to buy his boat. And the resolutions show that Joan has achieved more growth. She realizes she doesn’t have to have a man to complete her and she’s stronger than she ever imagined. She may not need Jack, but she still wants him, so she is rewarded as well by having him show up to take her sailing off into the sunset.

Now it’s time for you to try it. Write the end of your story to complete the first draft of your synopsis. Once you’ve done that, I’ll show you how to pull it all together in the next chapter.






  


Chapter Six
 

Pulling it All Together

“Don’t be funny or cute. Don’t tell me my business. (‘As you know . . .’), don’t guarantee bestsellerdom. Less is more; adhere to the K.I.S.S. principle: the more you say, the more holes you’ll open. If I can synopsize your book in two paragraphs, you don’t need more than three pages.”


—Michael Seidman, Mystery Editor, Walker & Company

If you’ve done all the exercises, you now have a rough draft of your synopsis with the necessary ingredients in the proper places. But, before you begin polishing it, there may be some other things you want to include as well.

In the sample synopses, you may have noticed I included sentences and phrases that aren’t strictly necessary for understanding the plot or character development. However, there is a reason for them. These extras are there to make the synopsis flow or to provide tone.

The key to a good synopsis

After reading many contest entries and editing aspiring writers’ synopses, I’ve come to the conclusion that the secret to a good synopsis lies in transitions. Sometimes, even when the writer has all the right elements of character growth, plot development and genre requirements in place, the synopsis is often choppy, reading like a blow-by-blow recital of a prize fight. First this happens, then that happens, then the next thing and so on.

Let me show you what I mean. In the short synopsis for The American President, I could have just strung the sentences together like this:

President Andy Shepherd wants to win reelection to the nation’s highest office. He tells his staff that his number one priority is the crime bill without the sections covering handguns and assault weapons. He declines to support a bill requiring a 20% reduction in fossil fuel emissions. The GDC sends in political strategist Sydney Ellen Wade to change his mind.





This is a choppy, bare telling of the facts. A better way of showing your story would be to make the material flow by ensuring each sentence follows from the one before it. If the flow moves smoothly, the editor is more likely to get so caught up in the story and will gladly follow you from one thought to the next until reaching the end.

How do you accomplish this? By the use of transitions. Transitions smooth the way by not only showing how two sentences are related, but why they’re important. For this reason, I often use character GMC to make the connections. Let’s look at that synopsis example again, this time with transitions added (shown in italics):

To win reelection to the nation’s highest office [goal and motivation], President Andy Shepherd tells his staff that his number one priority is the crime bill. But he only plans to fight the fights he can win [motivation], so, to ensure it will pass [more motivation], he removes the sections covering handguns and assault weapons.


He declines to support a bill requiring a 20% reduction in fossil fuel emissions for the same reasons—the bill won’t pass at 20% and it will jeopardize his reelection if he tries and fails [conflict and motivation]. When the Global Defense Committee learns of his decision [their motivation], they send in political strategist Sydney Ellen Wade to change his mind.


Do you see how adding transitions and GMC make it easier to read? Transitions like this may lead to longer sentences but I find it less distracting than short, choppy ones.

It is sometimes difficult to find a way to connect two scenes that appear unrelated. Consider Speed. In one scene, Jack and Harry are talking at a party, then in the next, a bus explodes in Jack’s face. Here’s how I connected the two in the long synopsis (transition in italics):

Harry disagrees. They weren’t good, they were just lucky. And since Harry won’t always be around to back Jack up, Jack had better start thinking. Guts will only get him so far, then they’ll get him killed. And sooner or later, Jack’s luck is bound to run out.





Harry’s words seem prophetic the next morning as Jack watches helplessly when a friend is killed in a fiery bus explosion.


What’s even more difficult is using a transition to connect two scenes when they don’t contain the same setting or characters. That happened often in the Star Wars synopsis, and here are a couple of examples of how I handled it (transitions shown in italics):

Luke . . . has farm work to do and can’t let his uncle down, but the least he can do is take Obi-Wan as far as Anchorhead.


Meanwhile, the emperor has rendered the Imperial Senate powerless by dissolving it permanently, so now the only threat to the empire is the hidden rebel base. Vader has been unable to persuade Leia to reveal its location, but he vows to find it and crush the rebellion. If Leia won’t talk, he’ll use the dreaded mind probe on her.


Oblivious to Leia’s predicament, Luke and Obi-Wan head for Anchorhead, only to find the traders slaughtered.


The phrase “Meanwhile, back at the ranch . . . ” has become a cliché, but it’s still a useful technique. In fact, it’s difficult to connect the two disparate scenes without it.

Why bother, you ask? Because if you don’t have a transition, the shift from one world to the other is too abrupt; it jerks the reader out of the flow. By using this one word (meanwhile), you alert the reader you’re switching gears and grease the way for a smooth transition to another location.

The second transition does essentially the same thing. “Oblivious to Leia’s predicament” reminds us where we were as it simultaneously warns us we’re about to move elsewhere.

If I still haven’t convinced you to use transitions, try reading the above example without them. It feels rather as though you’re jerking back and forth between two entirely different worlds. Too much of this, and the reader could get motion sickness.

Adding tone

If your novel is light and funny, you don’t want your synopsis to read like a dry, dusty tome. To give it the same flavor as your synopsis, add some elements that reflect the mood or tone of your story.




In The American President, I tried to convey the light tone of some of the scenes by using phrases such as: “Unfortunately, the mockery of leadership overhears her” and “her expectations might be a tad high about making love to the Leader of the Free World.”

These statements weren’t strictly required for an understanding of the plot, but I put them in to reflect the mood of the story. I did the same in Speed. In this case, I tried to convey the fast pace and tension by minimizing the use of thoughts and feelings, and maximizing the use of strong verbs and short phrases with active descriptions.

In Star Wars, my objective was to get across the larger-than-life feel of the movie, and I did this by using melodramatic phrases such as “evil permeates the Galactic Empire” and “the rebels may be doomed.” This acknowledges the fact that I realize the story is space opera as I invite the reader to share the fun along with me.

Word choice

The best way to keep your synopsis short while conveying the proper tone and providing as much information as possible is with judicious word choice. If you’re one of those types (like me) who would prefer to polish something to the nth degree rather than face a blank sheet of paper, this is your time to shine. If not, sorry. Take a deep breath and do it anyway.

This is where you go over your synopsis sentence by sentence and look for ways to tighten it and make it clearer, stronger or more vivid. Here are a few hints: Look for superfluous words such as “that” or “just.” These can often be removed without changing the meaning of the sentence. Watch out for “and then” as well; you only need to use one or the other, not both. Also search for phrases such as “start to” or “begin to.” People usually don’t “start to” walk or “begin to” speak; they either do or they don’t . . . unless they’re stopped in the act of doing it.

And watch for the use of “very.” Many times, this signals the need for a stronger, more accurate verb. For example, instead of saying, “He was very tired,” you might say, “He was exhausted.” There’s nothing wrong with the first sentence, but the second is more concise and descriptive. If you wanted to convey tone along with it, you might say, “He was done in” to describe a reserved historical character, or “He was wiped” in reference to a casual contemporary one.

The same holds true for excessive use of exclamation marks, capitalization and underlining or italics. New writers often use these methods to show excitement, especially in dialogue. However, I suggest you avoid emphasizing words in this way because they draw attention to themselves, screaming, “This is IMPORTANT!!!” Using an exclamation mark once might be an effective way to draw attention to a vital phrase, but the more often you use it, the less impact it has, because it implies everything is significant. And if everything’s important, nothing is. Writers usually resort to this kind of emphasis when the verb they’ve chosen is weak. So, when you find yourself using one of these, check to see if you can replace it with a stronger verb.




As an example of how word choice can make a difference, let’s look at an excerpt from the Speed synopsis and pretend I wrote the first draft this way:

Their adversary, hearing Jack and Harry talking, suspects that his plan has gone wrong so he sets the bomb off early. The elevator falls, only to be brought up short by the crane! Fearing it won’t hold for long, Jack and Harry begin to run down the stairs and then pull the hostages out of the elevator. They remove the last one just as the crane breaks and the elevator falls to the bottom.


And here’s how it reads when I change a few things (shown in italics):

Their adversary, hearing Jack and Harry talking, suspects his plan has gone wrong so he blows the brakes early and sends the elevator plummeting down, only to be brought up short by the straining crane. Fearing it won’t hold for long, Jack and Harry race down the stairs and drag the hostages out of the elevator, removing the last one only seconds before the crane breaks and the elevator crashes to the bottom.


Basically, I removed “that,” an exclamation mark and “began to;” corrected “and then;” tightened up a few loose phrases; and made the verbs stronger. With these few changes, the paragraph is more effective while reflecting the appropriate tone for a fast action thriller.

Dialogue

When I first started writing synopses, I was told never to include dialogue. I wasn’t sure why, but I followed instructions and ensured I didn’t break this “rule.” After I thought about it, I came to the conclusion that I agree . . . and disagree.




It depends. Using a lot of dialogue defeats the purpose of the synopsis because it’s designed to tell the story in a small amount of space. Most dialogue, by its nature, takes up a lot of room on the page, especially if you’re relating a conversation between two people. Can you really afford to take up half page of your synopsis with dialogue? Or would that space be better spent describing several scenes?

Adding chunks of dialogue also changes the pace. There you are, zooming along as you relate scenes at the rate of X per page, then all of a sudden you slow down to a crawl as we live through this one scene moment by moment. Instead, try to paraphrase the essence of the conversation and move on.

On the other hand, I have used dialogue in synopses when nothing else will convey the information as well. In one of my novels, the hero takes action because he misunderstood something the heroine said. The misunderstanding didn’t last for long, but it was the trigger event of my story. Instead of paraphrasing what she said in narrative form and explaining why he misunderstood it, it was more efficient just to use the dialogue. It wasn’t necessary to explain it because the misunderstanding was inherent in the quoted dialogue, and it didn’t slow the pace because the phrase only consisted of three words.

In the three synopses in Appendix B, you’ll see I only used one line of dialogue—the last line of Speed. In this case, I wanted to end with some kind of clincher, and I thought the last line of the movie worked very well. But if I had tried to paraphrase it, it wouldn’t have been nearly as effective and would have taken the same amount of space.

So, my advice on dialogue is to use it sparingly in your synopses, and only when it’s more effective and efficient than summarizing the same information.

Character names

I need to caution you about using too many character names in your synopsis. Again, the synopsis is much shorter than the book, and if the editor reads it first, a lot of names can be confusing. Each time you mention a character’s name, the reader’s tendency is to try to remember it, assuming it’s important and will be used later. But trying to remember twenty character names in ten pages is difficult. Instead, refer to them by their function: Sydney’s sister, the bus driver or the droids.

How do you know when to use their names and when not to? You obviously want to use the names of your major characters, but beyond that, think about the roles the others play in the synopsis. If a secondary character shows up three or more times in the synopsis, you might want to use their name instead of their function for clarity. Let’s look at a couple of examples.




I don’t use Lewis Rothschild’s name in the synopsis for The American President because he’s covered with the generic term, “the White House staff.” Conversely, though Leo Solomon plays a smaller part than Lewis, he has a significant impact on Sydney’s GMC. Because of this, I mention him more often in the synopsis. And I used his name because calling him “the GDC Director” over and over could get cumbersome.

Similarly, in Star Wars, I used R2-D2’s name because the droid had several actions to perform that affected the plot. However, C-3PO didn’t, so I left his name out.

One note about format: I’ve seen some writers type names in all capitals when the character is first introduced: “It’s just a normal day in the life of JACK TRAVEN . . . ”

I assume the purpose is to make it easier to find the characters’ names again, but I don’t use it because I find it distracting. As a reader, when I spot something like that farther down the page, my tendency is to skim fast over the intervening words to get to the stuff in all caps because it’s screaming LOOK AT ME!

However, there’s nothing wrong with doing it this way, so it’s your choice.

After the ending

Epilogues. Epilogues are useful at the end of your story to show such things as the lovers still living happily ever after or that the kid learned his lesson and he didn’t revert to a life of crime. They might also set up a question in the reader’s mind that will be answered in the next book.

Whether you include them in the synopsis is your choice. I usually don’t because I think the synopsis should end where the story ends—and that’s before the epilogue. However, there are times when you might want to include the epilogue, such as when you’re setting the stage for the next book.

Series. That brings us to books deliberately written to form a series, such as the ubiquitous fantasy trilogy. You can handle this in a number of ways. The first is to simply write a full synopsis for each book in the series and submit them together as one package. You could also write a full synopsis for the first book, then a few short paragraphs for the second and third, or give them a brief mention as I did in the final paragraph for Star Wars.




How do you know which to do? If you feel comfortable, ask the editor/agent which they’d prefer. Otherwise, my advice would be to submit a full synopsis of the first book along with a few short paragraphs on subsequent books. If they like the first one and need more information on the others, they’ll ask for it.

The reason I mentioned the sequels in the last paragraph of the Star Wars synopsis is because it seemed obvious to me there was going to be a sequel. Why? Because Darth Vader didn’t die. He only spun off into space, leaving him free to pursue his nefarious deeds in the future.

In other words, the story wasn’t totally finished. In a series, you expect some resolution and character growth in each book, but not everything can be resolved or there’s no reason for the ones that follow. To explain to the reader why Vader was still alive at the end of Star Wars, I added the paragraph concerning the sequels.

Explanatory remarks. I have also occasionally found the need for explanatory remarks. In one synopsis that takes place in the late 1800s, I thought it was important to spell out which events, organizations and people really existed and which were figments of my imagination.

Instead of inserting that information in the synopsis and breaking the flow, I added it at the end. To do that, I dropped down a few lines, clearly labeled the extra data as an author note, then gave my explanations. This way, I conveyed the information I needed without bollixing up my synopsis.

Handling frame stories

When one story is told inside another, it’s called a frame story, such as in the movies for The Princess Bride, An American Quilt, or Fried Green Tomatoes. This construct allows us to see what happens as both stories develop, though one is usually more significant than the other.

In The Princess Bride, the grandfather forms the outside frame as he relates the inner fantasy story to his grandson. In An American Quilt and Fried Green Tomatoes, the stories in the present form a frame for the ones in the past.

One way of handling these in a synopsis is to simply show where you move back and forth between them in the story, with the judicious use of transitions, of course. That’s how you might want to write a synopsis for a novel such as An American Quilt or Fried Green Tomatoes, because the events in the past have a direct effect on what is happening in each scene in the present.




However, in The Princess Bride, the two stories have little connection. In this case, it would be easier to follow the stories if you explain the framing story at the beginning (the grandfather reading to the ill grandson), then describe the story within (the fantasy) and come back to the outside story at the end with a brief paragraph to wrap it up and provide closure.

Writing the short synopsis

Now that you’ve written the long synopsis, the short one should be easy. You already have all the elements you need, only you don’t need quite so many of them. Here’s what you leave in:

The five major plot points

Character goal, motivation, conflict and growth


Resolution of the above


It’s that easy. Everything else in the short, two-page synopsis is a transition. In this case, full scenes serve as connections between the major plot points, but only those that set up the major plot points or GMC. Unfortunately, in order to fit in that space, you may lose some of the fun stuff like tone or theme.

Go ahead and try it. It might take a few passes as you remove more nonessential information each time, but I think you’ll find it easier than you expected now that you know what elements are important and which can take a hike. To show how it can be done, I’ve cut the long synopses for the three movies down to two pages each and put them in Appendix C for your perusal.

Format

I hesitate to provide “rules” for formatting your synopsis because there are other variations that are just as valid and many things have changed with the increasing acceptability of electronic submissions. But I don’t want to leave them out, either, since some people will need them. And some of these suggestions may seem obvious, but after years of judging, I’ve come to the realization you can’t be too specific. Some people really don’t realize you shouldn’t submit your manuscript on purple paper or type with a red ribbon.




So, here are some guidelines for formatting your synopsis based on standard industry practices. Though some of these preferences might vary from one editor to another, you can’t go wrong following this format:

Header. Also called the slug line. This should be at the top of each page and include your last name, the title of the book, the word “synopsis,” and the page number. You can put them in whatever order you like, but it might look something like this:

Mitchell/Gone With the Wind Synopsis - 1

I suggest you put the word “synopsis” on the slug line because if you submit your proposal on paper and the editor drops it, it will be easy to differentiate page five of the synopsis from page five of the manuscript.

First page. For long synopses, drop down about a third of the way from the top of the page and type your title in all caps with the word “synopsis” somewhere nearby (such as SPEED - SYNOPSIS) and center it on the page, then follow it with three blank lines.

It’s not necessary to make the title bolder, larger, or in a fancier font. In fact, if you want to appear professional, I’d avoid it altogether. For the same reason, don’t use stickers, bright colors, or cute graphics either.

For shorter synopses, you don’t have room to drop down a third of the page, so typing the title on the first or second line is fine. Subsequent pages of the synopsis should flow from the bottom of one page to the top of the next.

Other formatting recommendations:

Use 1” margins top, bottom, left and right

Double space your synopsis (if it is two pages or less, you may single space it)


Use a ragged right margin (don’t full-justify)


Indent each paragraph and do not put an extra line between paragraphs





Don’t break words with a hyphen; turn your hyphenation off


Use a 12 point font that is easy to read like Courier, Times New Roman, or Arial that is fairly universal—an obscure font may not exist on the editor/agent’s computer if you submit it electronically and might render it very difficult to read


Use third person, present tense


If you are submitting it to the editor/agent on paper instead of electronically, you should also follow these recommendations:

Use white, 8 1/2” x 11” 20 lb paper

Use only black ink


Type on only one side of the paper


Do not staple, bind or punch holes in the synopsis; secure it with a clip or rubber band


Optionally, separate the synopsis from the manuscript with a blank piece of colored paper


Some of these things may seem rather nitpicky. They are, but it’s hard enough to get published these days without shooting yourself in the foot by sending out a sloppy manuscript. So don’t give the editor any reason to reject your manuscript out of hand. If you ensure your presentation is spotless, it will allow your writing to shine through. That’s what’s important.

Finally, here’s where you take everything you’ve learned and put it all together to polish your synopsis. Once you’ve finished, there are a couple of final checks you might want to make.

First, perform a spell check, then have a friend (preferably a writer) read your final product and see if it makes sense, if it flows logically, if it’s consistent and if you’ve left any unanswered questions. And, just in case you aren’t sure you remembered everything you should include, here’s a checklist.

Checklist

Have you included:

Major characters’ goals


Major characters’ motivations





Major characters’ conflicts


Major characters’ growth


Major characters’ resolution of goals/conflicts


The main characters’ Ordinary World


The New Direction


The Change of Plans/Turning Points


The Black Moment


The Resolution


Necessary scenes


Necessary genre considerations


Transitions


An ending that provides closure


The proper tone


The theme/log line (optional)


The proper format


Have you removed:

Unimportant details


Unnecessary character names


Unnecessary dialogue


Sentences addressing the reader


Sentences telling the reader how to feel


Value judgments of your manuscript


One last piece of advice

Though I explained this method by assuming you’ve already written your story, I must confess this isn’t how I do it. I no longer wait until the book is finished to develop my synopses. Instead, I write them first, before I’ve written a word of the story.

I learned this lesson early in my writing career. I had written the first three or four chapters of my first novel when I decided to write a synopsis. I handed it to one of my critique partners and she read it, nodded, then drew a line on the page. The line, she informed me, is where I had stopped writing the book

I was flabbergasted—she was right. I asked her how she knew, and she told me that, up to that point, I had too many finicky, unnecessary details. After that point, all I knew were the high points, so that’s all I included in the synopsis. Since it was a lot easier to write the synopsis that way, too, I learned my lesson.




So, I do use the method I’ve outlined throughout the book, but I develop the characters and plot before I start writing, using the Plotting Board I detail in Appendix D. This way, I have all the information I need to write the synopsis without being tempted to slip in those irrelevant details. Sure, the story may change (and often does), but I find it a great deal easier to revise an existing synopsis than to develop one from scratch.

So, my advice is to try it both ways and find out which one works best for you.

Parting remarks

If you’ve faithfully completed all the worksheets and exercises in the book, you should now have a polished synopsis. Congratulations—you should be proud!

But . . . the synopsis won’t do you any good sitting in a drawer. Quick, before you’re tempted to second-guess yourself, pack up your masterpiece with the rest of your submission and send it to a publisher. You can’t sell what they never see.

And good luck—I’ll be rooting for you!






  


Chapter Seven
 

Writing the Back Cover Blurb

“Magic doomed their kingdom . . .

Revenge, heartache and betrayal drove her from his bed . . .

He›d risk his life in the deadly Highlands to find her . . .

Evil roamed the dark streets of the city . . .

Her passion burned hotter than her hatred of . . .

A light and laugh-out-loud adventure with tickle-your-heart small town . . .

Creatures of the night with a thirst for human blood and . . .

A rock-hard ex-SEAL›s body with the tender heart of a poet . . .”

“Back cover copy is not the time to give a book report or to be subtle. Pull out the purple prose and make every word an image that fits your book like a clichéd glove. Pretend you have to sell your book to a stranger with five words. Not in a sentence. Just five unconnected words or less. Now put those words into an unforgettable, over-the-top cover blurb.”


—Deborah Smith, Vice President, BelleBooks


What is a back cover blurb?

A back cover blurb is the copy you’ll find on the back cover of a paperback, in the book description section of an online retailer or on the dust jacket of a hardcover novel. The purpose of the blurb is to entice the reader to buy your book.

I added this chapter because of the exponential increase in the number of authors self-publishing. While it’s obvious that indie authors will need to write a back cover blurb, traditionally published writers may want to create one as well for use in a query letter to attract the attention of an editor or agent. In addition, if you sell the book, the publishing house may ask you to write one (not that they’ll always use it, but hey, it’s worth a shot to get in what you think is important).

How long should you make your blurb? The answer is the same as for other synopses: As long as the publisher or retailer wants it. The blurb is usually fairly short, though it might be longer for a hardcover or trade-sized paperback. Ask your publisher for their guidelines, or, if you’re uploading to Smashwords, Barnes and Noble, Amazon, Sony, Apple, Kobo or other online retailers, check their websites to learn their requirements.




What goes in a back cover blurb

Writing a back cover blurb is the same as writing a very short synopsis, right?

Uh, not quite. A back cover blurb is primarily intended to catch the attention of the reader—the end consumer, not an editor or agent. So, the goal here is to intrigue them and make them want to read your book. The key difference is that you leave them at the end of the blurb with a story question—the question in the reader’s mind as to how your character is going to resolve the conflict to reach the story goal.

The elements that go into a blurb are similar to the selling synopsis, but the brevity of the medium, along with the need to give the reader enough information to know if this is the kind of book they like to read (without giving too much away) changes how this type of synopsis is written.

Here are the key elements you’ll want to include:

The main character’s Ordinary World

The main character’s GMC


The main character’s New Direction


The genre and subgenre (if you have one)


Tone


The story question


In my opinion, genre and tone are the most important. Should you try to keep the genre vague and the tone universal so it will appeal to a wider spectrum of the population? No. Don’t try to be all things to all people. The end consumer is usually looking for a specific type of reading experience, so if they can’t determine if your book fits within those parameters, they may not buy it.

For example, if the reader is looking for a nail-biting thriller and you included humor in your blurb that’s not in your book, he might not even give it a chance. Conversely, if the reader hates paranormal elements and you neglect to mention your story has a ghostly main character, she may leave a bad review. Worse, she won’t buy your books again. The key is to determine who your core reader is, and write a blurb that will entice that person to buy your book.




However, it’s not necessary to spell out each one of these elements; sometimes they are implied. See the examples later in this chapter to get an idea of how this works.

Optional items:

The log line


The trigger event that sends the character in the New Direction


Other characters’ GMC, Ordinary World and/or New Direction


Setting


Theme


Stakes


Keywords


Log line: The beginning may start off with the log line you’ve developed, if it’s powerful and has a high concept that will immediately hook the reader, or if it shows the theme or stakes.

Other characters: If you have more than one primary character, you probably want to show their GMC as well, then show the conflict between the primary characters.

Keywords: Whether traditionally or indie published, almost all books are now available at online book retailers, and there are a lot of books out there. How do you ensure your book comes to the top of a search? Of course, you need to ensure your book is placed in the proper categories, but you can also use keywords to increase your chances of having your book seen.

Include enough keywords or cues that the reader will be able to determine the genre and whether they want to read it without seeing the cover (though that should be a big clue as well). To do this, think about what your core reader might type into a search box to find the type of book they’re looking for. Are they looking for a military science fiction novel? A funny cozy mystery? A western set in Montana? A marriage of convenience romance? The words they would type in to find your type of book are your keywords, and you should try to incorporate those words in your blurb. The more often you use the keyword, the higher it will rise in the list. Don’t force it so that your prose is tortured and confusing, but do try to hit the most important words.




There are other elements you may want to include in a back cover blurb that you wouldn’t see in a synopsis, if you have room. Possible extras:

Value judgments

Review or author quotes


Author credentials


Value judgments. By value judgment, I mean a statement that talks about how fabulous your book is or how it will make the reader feel. Unlike a selling synopsis, it’s acceptable for you to suggest how the reader would feel reading your book—not in the author’s voice, but in what appears to be the publisher’s voice.

Review or author quotes. If you have a great review that talks about how wonderful your book is, especially from a well-known or respected reviewer or author, it can help your reader make up their mind as to whether or not they want to buy your book. Even if the reviewer/author isn’t well-known, if the quote hits the keywords you want to stress, you might want to include it. In addition, the reader is far more likely to believe a statement from someone other than the author or publisher.

Author credentials. This is not something you’d see very often in a novel blurb, but if your background or training makes you a subject matter expert for this particular book, it could be a good selling tool. For example, if you’re writing a police procedural mystery and you’re a former police officer, that would give you extra credibility in the reader’s eyes. However, you wouldn’t mention in the blurb that you’re a programmer or own a house painting business, because those professions aren’t relevant.

If you won a prestigious award, made a bestseller list or have a long and successful career, you might also want to mention those credentials.

Some of the key elements in the selling synopsis are not appropriate to show in the blurb, because you want to leave a question in the reader’s mind as to how it will turn out. In this case, you don’t want to give away the ending or any of your cool plot twists and turns—leave them as a surprise for the reader.




Do not include:

Turning Points


Black Moment


Resolution


Character growth


Back cover blurb examples

Examples abound for you to study, and you should read blurbs in your own genre to see how others have crafted them, but let me break some down for you, showing the key elements mentioned above [in brackets and italics]. Again, I’m not making any value judgments about the blurbs or the stories (I’ve only read some of them), but I’m using them as examples to show you how the key elements were used in their creation.

Goodbye to All That
by Judith Arnold is an example of a mainstream women’s fiction novel in which theme is often important. The blurb reflects that and shows how to pack a lot of elements into a few sentences:

Redefining who we are in our family takes courage and an indestructible sense of humor [log line, theme, mainstream, tone].


Being the middle child is never easy [Ordinary World], but thirty-six-year-old Jill Bendel is about to find out just how hard that job is [conflict] when her mother throws away her sensible pumps, packs up her collection of classical music and runs away from home [New Direction].


Longtime wife and mother Ruth Bendel loves her family but hates her life [conflict, Ordinary World, implied goal]. Husband Richard doesn’t even know how the steam iron works, let alone how a woman works [conflict, motivation, tone]. When Ruth’s last nerve snaps [trigger event, tone], she finally does what she’s wanted to do so many times before—she gets an apartment, a job, a new life and new friends [goal, New Direction].


How will her pampered family survive [story question]?


Judith Arnold is a bestselling and award winning author with more than ten million copies of her novels in print [credentials].


How To Slay a Dragon by Bill Allen is a humorous children’s fantasy with action and adventure. Read how the blurb reflects that and hits keywords several times:




Greg Hart can’t slay a dragon [conflict, fantasy, keyword]. He’d be lucky to win a fight against one of the smaller girls at school [tone]. His only real skill is that he can run faster than any other twelve-year-old boy [children’s genre] in his class, a necessity, since that’s who he’s usually running from [conflict, tone]. Oh, it’s not like he’s never been the hero at the center of an adventure [keyword, adventure genre, implied goal]. It’s just the kind of adventures [keyword] he’s been involved with have always been the made-up kind he’s written about in his journal [Ordinary World].


Now the magicians [keyword] of Myrth have yanked Greg into a strange new world [New Direction, setting], where the monsters [keyword] he must run from are far scarier—and hungrier—than anything he’s ever run from before [conflict, adventure, implied motivation]. He tries to tell everyone there’s been a mistake. Ruuan is a very large dragon [keyword], while Greg, on the other hand, is neither large nor a dragon [keyword]. He’s barely much of a boy [tone, conflict].


Unfortunately, such trivialities could never stop the people of Myrth from believing Greg will rescue King Peter’s daughter from Ruuan [goal]. After all, Greg has been named in a prophecy [keyword], and no prophecy [keyword] has ever been wrong before. Why, Greg wonders, does he have to be at the heart of the first one that is [tone]?


[Implied story question: will Greg be able to rescue the Princess and fulfill the prophecy?]


Unmaking Hunter Kennedy by Anne Eliot is a young adult romance, which is reflected very clearly in the blurb:

After a car accident [trigger event]—an event he considers a prank gone bad—pop star [Ordinary World, keyword] Hunter Kennedy is forced to hide out with his aunt in small-town Colorado [New Direction, keyword, setting]. He’s supposed to rest, heal his scars and attend high school [young adult, keyword] in disguise until the press dies down [motivation]. But he only wants to get back to work [goal].


Worse, the girl who’s been assigned to make him over into a geek [keyword] is a major geek [keyword] herself. Vere Roth is a chattering pixie, a blushing tornado and a complete social disaster [conflict, tone]. He’s never met a girl who’s never-been-kissed, believes in romance [keyword, genre] and thinks Hunter’s a “nice” guy [romance].





Funny thing is . . . Hunter is nice around Vere because she’s his first real friend. He also can’t seem to stop sharing his secrets [keyword] or keep her out of his heart [romance]. Knowing he’d never deserve a girl as sweet as Vere, he resigns himself to the friend zone [conflict, tone], and helps his new bestie [tone] with her own makeover.


She tortures him daily for guy advice on how to snag her lifelong crush [her goal and implied motivation]—a guy Hunter thinks is totally wrong for Vere, and sadly, one who has taken note of Vere’s stunning transformation [his conflict].


When Vere asks her best friend for some kissing advice [romance], Hunter can’t resist . . . and that’s when things get out of control. [conflict and implied story question: will Hunter and Vere get together?]


Dixie Divas by Virginia Brown is a different kind of blurb in which the dialogue from the book does an excellent job of showcasing not only the genre, but the tone of the book in this humorous cozy mystery:

Moonlight. Magnolias. Murder. The Dixie Divas are on the case [log line, tone, setting, mystery].


“You found my philandering ex-husband?” Bitty asked. “Where? Mexico? Paris? In Tupelo with a cocktail waitress?”


“In your closet,” I answered. “Dead.” [cozy mystery, tone]


Wine. Chocolate. Transvestite strippers. Just another good-time get-together for the Dixie Divas of historic Holly Springs, Mississippi [setting], where moonlight and magnolias mingle with delicious small town scandal [Ordinary World, tone, keyword]. But Eureka “Trinket” Truevine, the newest Diva, gets more than she bargained for when she finds her best Diva girlfriend Bitty Hollandale’s ex-husband in Bitty’s hall closet. He’s dead. Very dead [New Direction, keyword, mystery]. Now Trinket and the Divas have to help Bitty finger the murderer [goal, keyword] and clear her name [stakes, motivation, conflict, implied story question: will she be able to solve the murder and clear her name?]. Break out the hoop skirts and the zinfandel [tone]. The Divas are on the case.





Virginia Brown is the nationally acclaimed, award-winning author of fifty novels [credentials].


Deadly Recall by Donnell Ann Bell is a romantic suspense; the blurb does an excellent job of portraying the mood of the book. In this case, note that the Ordinary World is a little different in that it’s not a situation, but the status of her memory:

A terrifying [tone] memory [keyword] is locked deep inside her. A killer wants to keep it that way [log line, conflict, suspense, tone].


As a nine-year-old child, Eden Moran witnessed the murder [keyword, conflict, suspense] of her beloved teacher, Sister Beatrice. Her mind blocked the horrifying [tone] memory [keyword], and now, seventeen years later, Eden still can’t recall what she saw that fateful day at Albuquerque’s St. Patrick’s Church [Ordinary World, setting]. The nun’s remains have been unearthed at a local construction site [trigger event], and Albuquerque police detective, Kevin Dancer, starts pressuring Eden to search the shadows of her terror [keyword] for clues [tone, conflict, New Direction, suspense].


Eden insists she didn’t see the killer [keyword, suspense] that day. She can’t even remember knowing Sister Beatrice. Regardless, Detective Dancer refuses to give up on her. He’s not only hell-bent on solving the crime [goal, keyword, suspense], he’s falling in love with her [romance]. If her memories [keyword] resurface, she’ll be in danger [motivation, conflict, stakes], and he wants to protect her [goal]. The killer seems determined that she’ll take the memory [keyword] to an early grave [stakes, tone, conflict, suspense, implied story question: will she be able to remember what really happened and finger the murderer before the villain kills her?].


Eyewall by H.W. “Buzz” Bernard gives us an example of a blurb for a thriller. In this type of book, it’s important to show the stakes along with the other key elements, and the short, choppy sentences in the blurb reflect the urgency of the story:

St. Simons Island, Georgia [setting], has never been hit by a Category 5 hurricane [keyword, Ordinary World]. Until now [New Direction]. No one predicted the storm’s [keyword] sudden force [tone, thriller]. A crippled Air Force [keyword] recon plane, trapped [tone, thriller] in the eye of a violent hurricane [keyword, conflict, implied goal, tone]. An outspoken tropical weather forecaster, fired from his network TV job before he can issue a warning [conflict]: the storm [keyword] is changing course and intensifying [conflict]. A desperate [tone] family searching for a runaway daughter [goal, stakes] on Georgia’s posh St. Simons Island, cut off from escape as the hurricane [keyword, conflict] roars toward them. A marriage on the rocks; an unrequited sexual attraction; a May-December romance [conflict, stakes]. All will be swept up by the monster storm [keyword]. Get ready for a white-knuckle adventure [keyword, thriller, value judgment].





[Implied goal and story question: will everyone be able to survive the killer storm?]


H.W. “Buzz” Bernard is a retired meteorologist who worked for thirteen years at the Atlanta-based Weather Channel [credentials].


Unraveling Secrets by Lana Williams is an example of a blurb that has a very distinct subgenre, paranormal historical romance. In this case, the time period is spelled out for the reader, as is the story question:

Victorian Romance [setting, historical romance, keywords, Ordinary World].


When her father’s murderer [keyword] returns from the dead to threaten her family [conflict, New Direction, stakes], Abigail Bradford attempts to warn him off [goal], but soon learns chasing a ghost [keyword, paranormal] is no easy task [conflict].


Stephen Nolton, Viscount Ashbury, stumbles upon Abigail in the dirty streets of London’s [keyword] East End [setting]. Able to read auras of good and evil [paranormal, keywords] after an electromagnetic experiment went terribly wrong, Stephen hovers on society’s edge, keeping secret [keyword] his unique skill and personal mission [Ordinary World]. Despite his fascination with the lady and her unique golden aura [romance, paranormal], he intends to keep his distance [goal].


Desperate to protect her family [motivation, tone], Abigail turns to the one man she believes can aid her. In Stephen’s arms, she finds so much more than she hoped [romance, tone]. Stephen tries to resist his desire for the independent beauty, afraid she’ll unravel his secrets [conflict, tone, keyword]. But when he discovers the murderer [keyword] is linked to his own past, he must decide how much he’s willing to risk for love [story question].





Bite Me by Parker Blue is my own story. My editor wrote the blurb for this new adult urban fantasy novel. See how she showed the subgenres as well as the action and snarky humor:

Barely eighteen-year-old [new adult] heroine Valentine Shapiro got a raw deal in the parent lottery. Her father was part incubus demon [fantasy, keyword],
and her mother’s never forgiven her for that [conflict]. Life after high school [new adult, keyword] is tough enough without having to go 15 rounds with your inner demon [Ordinary World, fantasy, keyword, conflict].


Thrown out of the house by her mother [New Direction, motivation, conflict], Val puts one foot in front of the other and does the only thing that seems to make any sense—she takes aim at the town vampires. A stake a day keeps the demon [keyword] at bay [tone]. (But don’t call her Buffy. That makes Lola, her demon, very cranky [tone].)


Her dark side makes everyday life a roller coaster [conflict, action], but means she’s perfect for her night job as a bounty hunter [keyword]. San Antonio’s [setting] vampires [keyword, fantasy] are out of control [stakes], and it’s up to Val, her faithful hellhound [keyword] Fang, and her new partner, a handsome San Antonio police detective, to get the deadly fangbangers off the city streets [goal, action].


Soon enough, she finds herself deep in the underbelly of the city [tone], discovering the secrets [keyword] of the Demon Underground [fantasy, Ordinary World, keyword] and fighting to save those she loves [goal]. Whether they love her back or not [conflict].


[Implied story question: will Val be able to rid the town of vampires and save those she loves?]


Stranded
is an example of an anthology containing three science fiction novellas. Because the stories are shorter and there’s limited space for blurbs, each separate blurb is shorter. In this case, the publisher gives a little information about each author as well:




A Strand In The Web. New York Times Bestselling Fantasy Author [credentials] Anne Bishop makes her U.S. debut in Science Fiction [genre, keyword] with this engaging [value judgment] futuristic [genre] novella. The Restorers travel the universe fulfilling a purpose handed down through the generations [Ordinary World]. They live and die aboard city-ships [setting], never knowing the worlds they create and save [science fiction, implied goal]. What begins as a disastrous [tone] training exercise in creating and balancing ecosystems [trigger event, New Direction] becomes an unexpected fight for survival [goal, tone, stakes]. The only hope may be the secret project of an untried Restorer team.


[Implied story question: will the untried team be able to help the Restorers survive?]


A Host of Leeches. Award-winning [credentials] author James Alan Gardner pens a wonderfully imaginative tale [value judgment], in which a young woman wakes to find herself the sole human on an orbiting, mechanical space station [science fiction, New Direction, implied Ordinary World—not on the space station]. To find a way home [goal, Ordinary World], she must navigate the dangerous [tone] politics [keyword] of war between opposing robot [keyword] leaders [conflict].


[Implied story question: will she be able to survive and find her way home?]


Stranded. Popular urban fantasy writer [credentials, value judgment] Anthony Francis (Dakota Frost, Skindancer series) explores the clash of ethics and survival [theme] when a young, genetically engineered centauress [keyword, science fiction] from the ultra-advanced Alliance [science fiction, Ordinary World] lays claim to a rare, strategic garden planet [science fiction, keyword], only to find herself captured by a band of ragtag Frontier refugees [New Direction, conflict, tone] who’ve crashed their vintage ship [keyword] on her unexpectedly hostile [tone] world [conflict].


[Implied goal: to escape. Implied story question: will she be able to free herself from the refugees and claim the planet?]


Your blurb

Now it’s your turn. Use the examples and checklists above to write a draft of your own. After you have something resembling a back cover blurb, it will probably be too long. Be ruthless, and cut anything that doesn’t absolutely need to be there. I also recommend you show it to other people who aren’t familiar with your book to get an assessment of what kind of story they think it is, and if it intrigues them enough to want to read more.




Happy blurbing!






  


Appendix A
 

Blank Worksheets

You may also download these worksheets at my website or the publisher’s.
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Appendix B
 

Sample Synopses (Long)

The American President

Synopsis

It’s an election year and President Andrew “Andy” Shepherd is up for reelection to the nation’s highest office. With his current job approval rating of 63%, it looks as though he can do no wrong. Senator Bob Rumson doesn’t like it, but has to agree. Rumson’s party couldn’t run the kind of dirty campaign they wanted four years ago because Shepherd was recently widowed with a young daughter to raise. Now, with his current popularity, Shepherd is all but unbeatable.

Wanting to use that popularity to do some good, Shepherd tells his staff that his number one priority is the crime bill, though he refuses to address handguns or assault weapons. His staff protests. How can they pass an effective crime bill without them? Shepherd is adamant. A stronger crime bill won’t pass, and he needs this legislation to get reelected or his current popularity will be just a memory. He plans to announce it at the State of the Union address, so his staff has seventy-two days to drum up eighteen more votes.

With this question settled, A.J. Maclnerny, his Chief of Staff, asks Shepherd what he wants to do about a letter from the Global Defense Committee (GDC). They’re demanding he support an environmental bill that calls for a 20% reduction in fossil fuel emissions.

The White House can’t risk it. If Shepherd supports it at 20% and it fails, it will hurt his chances at reelection. Planning to fight only those battles he can win, he decides to send the environmental bill to the floor at 10%.

The director of the GDC, Leo Solomon, is not happy. To change Shepherd’s mind, he hires Sydney Ellen Wade, a professional political strategist, and sets up a meeting at the White House. Sydney is excited by the opportunity to run a national campaign and become a major party player, but some of her GDC colleagues doubt her abilities. When one of them apologizes to the White House staff for Sydney’s inexperience in not understanding the environmental lobby, Sydney is annoyed. She tears her opponents’ arguments to shreds to prove she does understand what’s most important—political strategy—and concludes her impassioned tirade by calling the President a pitifully lame mockery of environmental leadership.




Unfortunately, the mockery of leadership overhears her remark and asks to speak to her alone. Mortified, Sydney apologizes profusely, explaining she was showing off for a colleague and asking him not to hold the GDC accountable for her actions.

Far from being upset, Andy Shepherd watches in fascination as Sydney continues to defend the environmental bill. Here is passion, courage, beauty and intelligence all wrapped up in one attractive package. He can’t remember ever being so intrigued by a woman before.

But he retains enough wit to remind her she’s thirty-four votes shy of passing the legislation. It won’t pass at 20% and is a long shot at 10%. She counters by saying he doesn’t know that until he puts the full force of the White House behind it. Impressed by her tenacity, Shepherd offers a deal. If she can get twenty-four votes, he’ll get the last ten.

Sydney is elated, then abruptly confused when he switches gears and smiles, asking her if she’d like a cup of coffee or a doughnut. Unsure what to do and intimidated by her surroundings, Sydney declines. Falling back on her professionalism, she reminds him that the GDC helped put him in the White House and if he doesn’t keep his word, they’ll go shopping for a new candidate. Unfortunately, her dignified exit falls flat when she tries to leave through the wrong door.

When A.J. hears about the deal, he isn’t pleased. Loath to admit he was charmed by a lobbyist, Shepherd ignores A.J.’s concern, saying she won’t be able to get the votes anyway. And when she fails and the White House moves in with a softer bill, he’ll be everyone’s hero.

Andy’s true feelings are revealed, though, when he questions A.J. about what would happen if he asks her out. Speaking as one of his staff, A.J. says they’ll take a rating hit of five points or more. But as a friend, A.J. advises him to call her.

It’s been a long time since Andy has dated, but he manages to ask her to attend a state dinner as his date without sounding too awkward. Not realizing he’s asking her on a personal level, Sydney agrees, saying she’s flattered and honored by the opportunity to represent her country. Amused, Andy reminds her it’s just dinner, not espionage. Sydney is excited, but confused. How did she go from calling him a pitiful mockery of environmental leadership to being his date?




Luckily, she manages to avoid embarrassing herself further and the outing goes well as they enjoy each other’s company over dinner. It goes even better when they take to the dance floor and he holds her in his arms, but Sydney finds it difficult to relax when all eyes follow their progress around the floor.

The next day, Andy tries to do the “normal” thing and send her roses, but fails. His credit cards are in storage and the florist doesn’t believe the President would actually order his own flowers. And public reaction seems all out of proportion as photos of their romantic dance are plastered across the front page.

Rumson is elated. Shepherd has been too clean up to this point, but now that he has a girlfriend, he’s fair game.

Leo isn’t so happy. He hired a pit bull, not a prom queen, and reminds Sydney that if anything goes wrong, she could go from being a hired gun to a cocktail party joke in nothing flat. Sydney assures him it was only one dinner, and she doesn’t plan on getting personally involved with the President. But her words are belied when a gift arrives from Andy and she can’t hide her delight at his thoughtfulness. Despite what she just told Leo, she’s charmed by the President’s interest and interested in learning more about this attractive and charming man.

Andy doesn’t have it easy either, as his staff pesters him for advice on how to handle “the Sydney issue.” Annoyed by the fact that his personal life is open to such scrutiny and he can’t date a woman like any other man, Andy insists there is no issue.

Sydney and Andy continue to see each other, but he senses she is holding back. Ruefully, he asks if there will ever come a time when she will be able to think of him as a normal man. But she can’t forget he’s the President and she’s a lobbyist. Not until he kisses her, that is. For one sweet moment, they forget the rest of the world, but are soon interrupted by a global crisis.

Reluctantly, Andy turns from Sydney to deal with the emergency. But once it’s over, the press, egged on by a gloating Rumson, seem more concerned about Shepherd’s relationship with Sydney than the threat to world peace.

Dismayed that her relationship with Andy is making him vulnerable to character attacks and jeopardizing his reelection, Sydney goes to the White House determined to break it off. But Andy won’t let her. He has no intention of engaging in a character debate, and promises that once the crime bill passes, everything will be just fine.




Then the discussion turns personal as they acknowledge their physical attraction. He understands she’s nervous about the possibility of making love with him, but reminds her none of the first ladies were nervous about sleeping with their husbands because they weren’t in office when they met.

Struck by the truth of his remarks, Sydney realizes he’s right. If he wasn’t president, she wouldn’t have these reservations. She cares for the man, not the office, and she won’t let his position get in the way of their budding relationship.

As she excuses herself, Andy calls out to promise they’ll go slow, and nothing will happen until she thinks the time is right. That time is now, he realizes, when Sydney emerges dressed only in his shirt. Caught off guard, he turns nervous. After all, her expectations might be a tad too high about making love to the Leader of the Free World.

His worries are for naught as they enjoy the night together, but they have one of the strangest “morning afters” ever. Sydney rises early to avoid the press, but it’s too late. As the members of his staff pop into the President’s bedroom one by one, they explain the press spotted Sydney’s car and are camped out at all the exits to catch her leaving the White House.

They manage to avoid them, but Sydney is upset at causing an incident. Brushing aside her worries, Andy tells her to react any way she wants; the White House will have no comment on the President’s personal life.

This only adds fuel to Rumson’s fire as he campaigns on a platform of traditional American values, which he says Shepherd lacks. This “girlfriend factor” has left Shepherd vulnerable to the kinds of character questions he was able to avoid in the last election and his numbers are dropping.

But he refuses to stop dating Sydney, though he still can’t manage to do it like a normal man—his second attempt to send her flowers fails when the florist faints at his appearance.

Business goes on as the White House continues to solicit votes for the crime bill while Sydney does the same for the environmental bill. Figuring she has nothing to lose, she schedules a meeting with the “Motown Three” who represent constituents with heavy ties to the auto industry. It’s a long shot since they’re unlikely to support anything that reduces fossil fuel emissions, but it won’t hurt to try. If she can manage to get their backing, it would have a huge payoff in visibility.




Rumson continues to insult Shepherd without reprisal, even publishing an old FBI photo of Sydney at an antiapartheid rally where a flag was burned. Shepherd’s staff urges him to engage in a character debate, but he refuses. Confident his numbers will rebound once he passes the crime bill, he decides to get away for a while and invites Sydney to Camp David.

They enjoy their time together, but their peaceful retreat is destroyed when Rumson calls Sydney the First Mistress on national television, suggesting she traded sexual favors for votes. Stunned by Rumson’s lies, Sydney decides she can no longer jeopardize Andy’s campaign. She loves him, but it would be better if she disappeared for a while.

Andy disagrees. Still confident things will be better when the crime bill passes, he convinces her to stay. So, they continue to see each other just like any other normal couple who are accompanied everywhere by a phalanx of Secret Servicemen and picture-snapping paparazzi.

As they canvass for the votes they need to pass their respective bills, Sydney is succeeding beyond everyone’s expectations with the promise of the President’s backing, but Andy isn’t so lucky. His refusal to respond to Rumson is causing him to lose supporters one by one.

Since Sydney is still shy a few votes, she meets with the Motown Three, but it’s a disaster. Afterward, she talks to Andy and A.J. at a party and laughingly confides that the only thing the Motown Three are more committed to defeating than the crime bill is the environmental bill.

Privately, A.J. asks Shepherd if he realizes she just told them they could buy three votes for the crime bill if they stick the environmental bill in a drawer. Reluctant to renege on his deal with Sydney, Shepherd tells A.J. they can’t use what she told him in a social setting.

A.J. persists. If Sydney gets the twenty-four votes she needs and they’re still three votes shy on the crime bill, they might need those votes, especially if Shepherd loses any more rating points. He agrees, but only as a last resort, believing it won’t be necessary.

Unfortunately, he’s wrong. His approval rating has dropped twenty-two points, and isn’t likely to rebound. They only need three more votes to pass the crime bill, and if they dump the environmental bill, they can declare victory. With the State of the Union address only forty-eight hours away, his staff urges him to make a decision now.

Shepherd concedes the fact that the crime bill will only pass at the expense of the environmental bill. Needing the crime legislation to win reelection, he tells his staff to make a deal with the Motown Three.

Meanwhile, everyone at the GDC is elated. Sydney has finally obtained the twenty-four votes she needs. As she accepts the congratulations of her colleagues, Leo calls her aside to deliver the bad news.




Sydney can’t believe it. Leo not only fires her for failing to achieve her objectives, but she just lost all credibility in politics. Worse, Andy broke his word. As she removes her personal items from the presidential bedroom, she rages at Andy for using her to get leverage for his crime bill, saying she got screwed.

He corrects her, saying it was the environmental bill that got screwed, not her, and reminds her that the crime bill was always his top priority. Still upset, she congratulates him for putting together crime legislation that has no hope of deterring crime. Though Andy protests that he doesn’t want to lose her over this, she informs him he has bigger problems. He didn’t just lose her, he lost her vote.

As Sydney storms out of his life, Andy realizes his victory is nothing but ashes. Not only has he lost the woman he loves, but she’s right. Without addressing handguns and assault weapons, his vaunted crime bill won’t deter crime. And even if it does pass, he’s liable to lose the election because of Rumson’s character attacks. He’s about to lose everything he’s ever wanted because he’s been so busy keeping his job that he forgot to do his job.

But no longer. At the press conference preceding the State of the Union address, he sets the record straight. He declares his love for Sydney in front of the entire country and reveals Rumson’s attacks for what they are—a smear campaign. Furthermore, he announces he’s sending the environmental bill to the floor to ask for the full 20% reduction in fossil fuel emissions and is going to throw out the crime bill and rewrite it to address assault weapons and handguns.

His staff congratulates him on his moral courage, but he ignores them. All he wants is to track Sydney down and convince her to come back to him. Luckily, it’s not necessary. She’s already there, having heard his speech on the radio. Relieved, he informs her he didn’t say those things just to get her back. That’s not why she came back, either. She returned because he acted on the courage of his convictions to do what was right.

They kiss, but are interrupted by his staff who demand his immediate attention. Smiling, she releases him. It’s business as usual, but she can accept it, knowing their relationship will be stronger than before. And as he enters the House to a standing ovation, the American President finally succeeds in giving his girlfriend a bouquet of flowers like a normal man. You see, it seems he has this rose garden . . .









  






Speed

Synopsis

A cop is forced to play deadly games with a ruthless bomber who has rigged a speeding Los Angeles city bus to explode if it falls below 50 mph.

It’s just a normal day in the life of Jack Traven, LAPD cop, as the bomb squad responds to a call. The bomber has already set off one explosion, trapping a passenger-laden elevator beneath the thirty-second floor. Now he threatens to blow the emergency brakes unless he gets three million dollars in cash within two hours.

Jack and his partner Harry enter the elevator shaft to check out the situation while their lieutenant, Mac, arranges for the money. Feeling in his gut that the bomber is going to blow the elevator no matter what, Jack decides to take the hostages out of the equation. Finding a construction crane nearby, he hooks the crane to the elevator . . . and waits.

Their adversary, hearing Jack and Harry talking, suspects his plan has gone wrong so he blows the brakes early and sends the elevator plummeting down, only to be brought up short by the straining crane. Fearing it won’t hold for long, Jack and Harry race down the stairs and drag the hostages out of the elevator, removing the last one only seconds before the crane breaks and the elevator crashes to the bottom.

But there’s no time to rest. Since their foe jumped the gun, Jack realizes he must have heard them, meaning he must be somewhere nearby. Jack bolts off to find him, followed by a reluctant Harry. When they find the bomber, whose scarred right hand is missing a thumb, a fight ensues and he takes Harry hostage.

Jack has a dilemma. He can’t let the guy get away, but if Jack shoots him, the madman will drop the trigger and they’ll all be blown to bits. Jack coolly evaluates the situation and does the only thing he can—he shoots his partner in the leg.

Since Harry can’t walk, he can’t be used as a hostage, thus taking him neatly out of the equation. The psycho, laughing maniacally, releases Harry and escapes through to the garage, but as Jack follows, he’s blown backward by an explosion.

He and Harry celebrate their survival, believing the bomber was killed in the explosion. Since Jack managed to save the passengers and his partner by keeping a cool head, he brags how good they were.




Harry disagrees. They weren’t good, they were just lucky. And since Harry won’t always be around to back Jack up, Jack had better start thinking. Guts will only get him so far, then they’ll get him killed. And sooner or later, Jack’s luck is bound to run out.

Harry’s words seem prophetic the next morning as Jack watches helplessly when a friend is killed in a fiery bus explosion. When he hears a public phone ringing nearby, Jack answers it to find the bomber on the other end. The madman is angry that Jack screwed up two year’s worth of work in setting up the elevator job, so he destroyed the bus to get Jack’s attention.

Through gritted teeth, Jack demands to know why the man didn’t just come after him and is told it isn’t about him—it’s about money. But now, the ante’s gone up to $3.7 million . . . and Jack has a new challenge.

There’s a bomb on board another city bus. If the bus goes above 50 mph, the bomb will be armed. Once armed, it will explode if it falls below 50. And if Jack attempts to take any passengers off or the bomber doesn’t get the money by 11:00 A.M., the bus will blow up.

Frantic, Jack protests that he can’t get the money in time. Calmly, the bomber advises him to focus—Jack’s only concern is the bus and its passengers. Inwardly raging at the fact that his adversary has made this personal, Jack has no time to think. When he learns the location and number of the bus, he speeds off to prevent it from arming the bomb.

Meanwhile, the bus driver proceeds to take on passengers, not realizing his danger. When Jack finally catches up, the bus is in motion, and the driver refuses to stop for the crazy man running alongside. Frustrated, Jack commandeers a car at gunpoint and orders its driver to move over, then takes off after the bus.

The bus is now on the freeway and its speed is increasing. When Jack catches up to it, he yells across traffic to explain the danger, but by the time the bus driver finally understands the situation, it’s too late. The bus has gone above 50 mph and the bomb is armed. Jack tells the driver to stay above 50, and uses a cell phone to call Harry just as the department receives the bomber’s ransom demand. Then, acting on sheer guts, Jack leaps from the speeding car to the bus.

He flashes his badge and tells the passengers to remain calm, but one desperate man assumes Jack is there after him and pulls a gun, yelling at the driver to stop the bus. Jack tries to talk him down while ensuring the bus remains above 50 mph, but the gunman becomes hysterical and threatens to shoot. Another passenger jumps him, and the gun goes off in the ensuing struggle, accidentally shooting the driver.




A female passenger, Annie, jumps in to take the wheel while Jack disarms the gunman and explains to the passengers exactly what’s going on. But since the wounded driver can’t steer the bus, Annie agrees to drive it.

Now Jack falls back on his tried and true method of getting out of a jam—he calls Harry. His partner asks him to describe the bomb, so Jack inspects the mechanism. It has enough C-4 to put a hole in the world and three triggers, one of them a cheesy watch timer.

Harry is puzzled. Their opponent is a real pro so why would he use a lousy timer like a watch? He also lacks any consistent method of operation, meaning he knows too much about how the department operates. Figuring the bomber must be a retired policeman, Harry mobilizes the department to research records for a cop on pension with a missing thumb, then turns back to Jack.

But Jack’s investigation of the bomb is halted by a frantic Annie who sees a traffic jam coming up. Jack directs her off the freeway, and they careen through the city streets in a harrowing ride until Mac advises them another freeway is coming up. It’s under construction, so they won’t have to worry about traffic, but they’ll have to take a hard right turn to make it.

Galvanized by this new problem, Jack shoves all the passengers to one side. Though the bus threatens to tip over on the sharp turn, they barely make it onto the freeway. Now that they have room to maneuver, Mac drives a trailer rig up alongside to get the passengers off, but Jack refuses. The news helicopters overhead are broadcasting their every move. If they take anyone off, the bomber will see it and blow up the bus.

The psycho calls, confirming Jack’s suspicions by reminding him of the rules. Jack pleads with him to let the wounded driver off, saying it would grease the wheels with the money men if he shows a little cooperation. The bomber agrees, but reminds Jack to tell the wildcat behind the wheel not to slow down.

When Jack and Mac take the bus driver off, the other passengers want off as well. Jack explains why they have to stay, but one woman ignores his warnings and tries anyway. True to his word, the bomber retaliates by triggering another bomb. This one blows the entrance steps and takes the passenger with it, pulling her beneath the bus to her death.

While Jack comforts Annie, this brings home the seriousness of their situation to the other passengers. They realize now that their best hope of survival is to stay on the bus until the ransom is delivered. That is, until Mac delivers the bad news. There’s a fifty foot gap in the freeway up ahead that didn’t show up on the map. If they slow down, they’ll die, so their only option is to speed up.




Since the missing section is at an interchange, it’s likely to have an incline that will help them leap the gap. It’s a long shot, but what other choice do they have?

They try and . . . barely make it. Jack and Annie share a moment of relief, then Jack spots a sign for the airport. Urgently, he tells Annie to get off. They can circle the runways forever, and the news helicopters won’t be able to follow them because it’s restricted air space.

As Jack heads for the emergency runway, the villain calls and says he hates talking to negotiators, so he gives Jack his ransom demands. Jack convinces the man to let him off temporarily to talk to the negotiators. Once Jack is off the bus, Mac urges him to remove the passengers now that the helicopters aren’t filming their every move. But Jack says no. Somehow, their opponent will know—he’s been ahead of them every step of the way.

But that doesn’t deter Jack him from trying once more to dismantle the bomb. He uses a rolling cart to slide under the bus and asks Harry to tell him what to do, but Harry says never mind. They’ve found the bomber. His name is Howard Payne, a former member of the Atlanta bomb squad, and they have his address. If Jack will just hold tight, they’ll have Payne arrested in fifteen minutes.

Just then, rubber peels off a tire and jostles the cart, sending it careening out of control. Caught beneath the bus, Jack has no option but to grab the undercarriage with one hand and stab the gas tank with a screwdriver in the other as the cart goes spinning off.

When she runs over the cart, Annie fears she’s killed Jack and urges the other passengers to find him. He didn’t come out the back, so they realize he must still be underneath. They tear apart the floor and help him up into the bus. Realizing he punctured the gas tank and their fuel is now slowing leaking from the bus, Annie demands to know if he felt they needed another challenge.

Wearily, Jack calls for a fuel truck and prays for Harry to hurry up and “save his butt.” But his hopes are in vain—Harry’s been killed in the explosion that destroyed the villain’s home. Payne calls to mock Jack with the news, saying it was kind of hammy to make a bomb out of his retirement watch, but it served its purpose. It led Harry to him, and now Harry’s gone. Since they both know Harry was the brains of the operation, Jack can’t win. And Payne deserves more than a measly pension for his ruined hand.




Jack’s only choice is to get Payne the money . . . or Jack, the wildcat, and every other person on the bus will die.

Devastated by the loss of his partner, Jack whispers his growing fear to Annie—they’re going to die. Without slowing down, Annie tells him not to give up. As they hold hands, the passengers watch in uncharacteristic quietude. To avoid their hopeful, trusting expressions, Jack gazes at Annie, then notices something he didn’t see before.

She has an emblem on her shirt from the University of Arizona, home to the Arizona Wildcats football team.

Now he understands why Payne called her a wildcat—he can see them. Surreptitiously, Jack investigates the mirrors and his suspicion is confirmed. There’s a camera behind one of them, broadcasting their every move to Payne.

With leaking gas threatening to run out and drop them below 50 mph before the fuel truck can arrive, Jack needs to take action now. Instead of relying on guts, he has to think. Hoping Payne can’t hear as well as see them, he has Mac commandeer a news van outside the runway and find the feed going to the camera on the bus. Once that’s accomplished, he tells the passengers to remain still while they film a minute of tape. There’s no time for more. Praying it’s enough, they loop the tape and feed it to the camera.

As the loop fools Payne into believing the passengers are still cowed into submission, Mac extends a ramp from an airline terminal bus to the speeding bus and they take the passengers off one by one. When only Annie and Jack are left on the bus, rubber peels off another tire and rips the ramp away, leaving Jack and Annie stuck on the speeding bus which is losing fuel and careening out of control.

Rapidly, Jack rigs the gas pedal with a length of pipe supplied by Mac and urges Annie onto a floor panel. He joins her, grasping her tightly, then lowers the panel beneath the bus and lets go. As the bus speeds off on its own, Jack and Annie take a wild ride on the floor panel, but end up safely on the grass . . . just as the bus hits a parked aircraft and explodes.

Relieved, Jack hugs Annie as Mac shows up and she cautions him not to get mushy—relationships that start under strenuous circumstances never last. He laughs, but his relief is short-lived when Howard Payne calls and wants to know where his money is. Mac wants to tell him where to stick it, but Jack intervenes. Payne doesn’t know the bus blew up, so they can still show up to the drop point and catch the guy. Seeing the wisdom of Jack’s idea, Mac tells Payne he’ll get his money. They take the ambulance to the drop point and Jack leaves Annie while he goes off to help apprehend the villain.




Payne watches as the cops place the money in the trash bin as instructed, but he suspects something when he sees snipers. Discovering Jack’s ruse of the film loop, and spotting Annie on the street, Payne changes his plan of attack. Since Annie has never seen him, Payne dons his police uniform and approaches her, asking her to come with him out of harm’s way.

In the meantime, the police have been watching the trash bin, but Payne hasn’t showed to pick up the ransom. Jack can’t figure it out—Payne is never late. He tells them to turn on the tracker and they’re shocked to see it moving. Payne must have cut a hole beneath the trash bin and retrieved the money. Now he’s escaping into the subway.

Jack takes off after him, but when he finds him, Jack can’t do anything. Payne has wired Annie with dynamite and if he releases the trigger, Annie will die. Knowing Jack won’t shoot her as he did Harry, Payne gloats that he’s won. In an agony of indecision, Jack nevertheless realizes he has no choice but to let him go.

Payne boards a subway car and frightens the other passengers into leaving, then handcuffs Annie to a pole and shoots the driver when he tries to call for help. Jack can’t stand by and do nothing, so he hops aboard the car behind them, then makes his way onto the roof of their car.

When Payne hears him, he taunts Jack and offers him a bribe, but a paint bomb goes off inside his ransom money, rendering it worthless. Angry and irrational, Payne goes after Jack and they struggle on the roof of the speeding train, but Jack is handicapped by the realization that he has to defeat Payne without letting him release the trigger.

As Payne pins Jack to the roof of the car and taunts him with his lack of intelligence, Jack sees an obstruction coming up ahead—a metal sign jutting down from the roof of the subway. He forces Payne upward and grabs the trigger just as the sign rips off Payne’s head.

Jubilant, Jack makes his way back into the train and disarms the bomb, removing the dynamite from Annie. He tries to stop the train, but the bullets Payne fired at the driver have jammed the subway and it won’t even slow down. Jack tells Annie they’ll have to jump.

She’d be glad to, but she’s handcuffed to the pole . . . and Jack doesn’t have a key. He tries to break the pole with no success, so he stops to think. The map shows a curve coming up ahead. If he can speed the train up, maybe it’ll jump the track.




Though Annie urges him to save himself, Jack can’t leave her. He’s come to care for her, so he increases the speed, then holds her as they wait to see if his ploy will be successful.

As he hoped, the speeding train jumps the tracks and crashes into a city street, flipping over and skidding on its side until it comes to rest. Though Jack and Annie have a few bumps and bruises, they’re alive. Annie kisses him, saying she can’t believe he stayed with her.

Grinning, Jack throws her previous words back at her, saying relationships based on intense experiences never last. She returns his grin, saying, “Then we’ll just have to base it on sex.”






  






Star Wars

Synopsis

BACKGROUND: In a distant galaxy, the light and dark sides of The Force vie for dominance. But despite the efforts of a ragtag band of rebels, the dark side is winning as evil permeates the Galactic Empire. The rebels score a minor victory when robot spies steal the plans for the Empire’s new Death Star, an armored space station with enough power to destroy an entire planet. Now, their only hope of restoring freedom to the galaxy lies in getting the stolen plans to their main base so they can analyze them to find a weakness.

LUKE SKYWALKER: Tired of his boring existence on a far-flung planet, Luke’s only wish is to escape to adventure. Unfortunately, his aunt and uncle need him on the family farm. They discourage his dreams and neglect to tell him that his father was once a famous Jedi Knight, defender of the light side of The Force.

HAN SOLO: A daring smuggler who looks out for number one, Han dumped his last load of contraband when the Empire threatened to board his ship. Unable to repay his employer for the lost cargo, Han now has a price on his head so large that no bounty hunter is able to resist it. He has to find money fast to repay his debt and get these hunters off his tail.

PRINCESS LEIA: As a member of the Imperial Senate undermined by the evil emperor, Leia secretly aids the rebel forces who plan to overthrow him. The galaxy’s only hope for freedom lies in the stolen plans she vows to get to the rebels’ secret base.

DARTH VADER: An evil minion of the emperor, Vader is a master of the dark side of The Force who will stop at nothing to keep the Death Star plans from falling into the hands of the rebels.

PROLOGUE: With capture by the emperor’s forces imminent, Princess Leia hurriedly secretes the Death Star plans along with a plea for help in a droid, R2-D2. Her fears are realized as she is taken prisoner, but the enemy, not registering any life forms aboard the escape pod, allow R2-D2 and another droid to escape.

The villainous Vader brands her a rebel traitor and demands to know what she has done with the plans. She refuses to tell him, but he realizes they must be on the escape pod, bound for the rebel leaders. Leia is his only link to finding the secret base and it’s only a matter of time before he’ll be able to force her to reveal the location.




Leia prays the rebels get the plans first, but it appears the rebels may be doomed as the droids are captured by alien traders.

STORY: The traders arrive at Luke’s farm and the escaped droids convince his uncle to purchase them. Then, as Luke attempts to refurbish the R2 unit which insists it belongs to Obi-Wan Kenobi, Luke accidentally triggers part of Leia’s message, begging for this Obi-Wan’s help.

Luke wonders if they refer to old Ben Kenobi, but his uncle tells him it’s crazy. Luke should just erase the droid’s memory and forget Ben Kenobi—he’s dead. But Luke can’t—he’s fascinated by the princess and wonders what her message means.

All that goes by the wayside when, intent on completing its mission, the R2 unit escapes. Knowing he’ll catch trouble from his uncle if he doesn’t find the droid, Luke goes after it.

Instead, he finds Old Ben Kenobi, and learns he is the Obi-Wan sought by the princess in the recording. Obi-Wan and Luke’s father served as Jedi Knights together until Darth Vader, seduced by the dark side of The Force, destroyed the elder Skywalker.

Proud of his heritage as a Jedi Knight, Luke learns how to use a light saber and wants to follow in his father’s footsteps. Obi-Wan encourages his wish, asking Luke to accompany him to Alderaan and assist Princess Leia in defeating the evil empire. Unfortunately, reality intrudes and Luke has to turn him down. He has farm work to do and can’t let his uncle down, but the least he can do is take Obi-Wan as far as Anchorhead.

Meanwhile, the emperor has rendered the Imperial Senate powerless by dissolving it permanently, so now the only threat to the empire is the hidden rebel base. Vader has been unable to persuade Leia to reveal its location, but he vows to find it and crush the rebellion. If Leia won’t talk, he’ll use the dreaded mind probe on her.

Oblivious to Leia’s predicament, Luke and Obi-Wan head for Anchorhead, only to find the traders slaughtered. They must have been killed by storm troopers seeking the rebel droids. Realizing they must have traced the droids to his uncle’s farm, Luke rushes back, but it’s too late—his aunt and uncle are murdered and the farm is destroyed.

There’s nothing keeping Luke from leaving now. Wanting revenge, he agrees to accompany Obi-Wan and the droids to Alderaan. But first, they’ll need to hire transportation off the planet.




What they find is Han Solo. Desperate to escape the bounty hunters, Han agrees on a steep price to take them to Alderaan despite the danger of being chased by Imperial cruisers. If he makes this run, he can repay his debt and remove the price from his head.

While Luke and Obi-Wan scrape up the money to pay Han, Vader is angered at Leia’s incredible resistance to the mind probe. Needing another form of persuasion, he heads toward Alderaan. When he threatens to destroy the peaceful planet if she doesn’t reveal what he wants to know, she blurts out the location of the rebel base.

Since the planet she names is too far to check out her story and the emperor wants a demonstration of the Death Star’s capabilities, Vader callously destroys Alderaan anyway. When they do locate the planet she named, they find only the remains of a former rebel base. Angered, they order Leia’s death.

As Leia lies waiting for her sentence to be carried out, Han evades Imperial troops to steer his passengers toward Alderaan. Luke has much to learn before he can become a Jedi Knight, and little time to learn it in, but Obi-Wan uses what time they have on the trip to teach Luke how to master The Force, urging him to fight with his feelings, not with his eyes.

Obi-Wan is concerned when he senses a disturbance in The Force, but doesn’t realize what happened until their ship arrives at Alderaan. Or rather, where Alderaan used to be.

Spotting an Imperial fighter and fearing it will give away their location, they try to destroy it, but it’s too late. The fighter has joined the Death Star which pulls our heroes in on a tractor beam. Unable to escape the power of its pull, they hide in Han’s smuggling compartments.

Once Vader’s storm troopers board, the rebels overpower them and steal their concealing armor, then use it to capture the computer center. When R2-D2 learns how to release the tractor beam, Obi-Wan leaves to disarm it and the droid discovers that Princess Leia is on board and about to be terminated.

Luke is all for rescuing her, but Han resists. He only signed on for the money, not to play hero. But Luke plays on Han’s weaknesses to remind Han she’s rich and powerful, and will probably reward him with a fortune if he rescues her.

Han agrees, but the smart-mouthed princess doesn’t seem to be at all grateful for their rescue and derides their lack of a plan. No reward is worth this abuse, but Han nevertheless follows the headstrong woman as she leads their escape.

As Obi-Wan turns off the tractor beam, he is confronted by Vader who sensed his former teacher’s presence. Vader is no longer the student, but the master, and he plans to destroy Obi-Wan. The Jedi Knight warns him that if Vader strikes him down, Obi-Wan will become more powerful than he could possibly imagine. Vader is unmoved, so he and Obi-Wan, the dark and light side of The Force, square off to duel in the docking bay.




Leia’s party battles free of the storm troopers to reach the docking bay just as Vader slays Obi-Wan. Yelling defiance, Luke wants to go to his mentor’s aid, but he hears Obi-Wan’s voice in his head, telling him to run.

Luke does as the voice bids, and the small ship escapes with all aboard. But their escape was too easy. Realizing Vader must have planted a homing beacon to follow them, they nevertheless try to beat him to the rebel base and deliver the vital plans. Han protests, saying he’s only in it for the money. Disgusted, Leia promises to pay him if he’ll just get them where they need to go.

When they arrive, the rebels analyze the Death Star plans and find a single weakness. If a one-man fighter can penetrate their defenses and hit a small target near their power source, it will start a chain reaction that will result in the destruction of the Death Star.

Everyone protests that it’s impossible, except for Luke who boasts that he’s hit smaller targets lots of times. And now he has the chance to prove it—the Death Star has arrived. Luke asks Han to stay and help the rebels, but Han declines to commit suicide. A reward is no good if he won’t be around to spend it. Disgusted, Luke joins the rebels to engage the Death Star before it comes in range of the rebel base.

The rebel fighters are so small that they’re evading the Death Star, so Vader sends his fighters out to engage them, piloting one himself. The battle rages, and despite their best tries, the rebels are unable to hit the target.

When it’s Luke’s turn to attempt it, he hears Obi-Wan telling him to trust in his feelings and not his eyes, and to use The Force. Luke has only thirty seconds before the Death Star is in range of the base, so he speeds for the target. But Vader is on his tail, and his nemesis locks on to Luke’s fighter, spelling doom for Luke.

At the eleventh hour, Han shows up with a rebel yell to distract Vader and knock him off Luke’s tail, sending the evil creature spinning off into space. Following his mentor’s advice, Luke closes his eyes and trusts in The Force, then takes his shot.

He hits the target at the last possible second and the Death Star explodes, leaving the rebels jubilant. Luke and Leia throw their arms around Han, saying they knew he wouldn’t leave his friends in the lurch. Victorious, Leia presents Luke and Han with medals to reward them for their service.




Our heroes have succeeded for the moment, but the battle against evil is not yet over. Luke Skywalker has much to learn before he confronts Darth Vader again in The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi, but the budding Jedi Knight has a secret weapon on his side. As Obi-Wan Kenobi promised, The Force will always be with him.






  


Appendix C
 

Sample Synopses (Short)

The American President

Synopsis

To win reelection to the nation’s highest office, President Andy Shepherd tells his staff his number one priority is the crime bill. But he only plans to fight the fights he can win, so, to ensure it will pass, he removes the sections covering handguns and assault weapons.

He declines to support a bill requiring a 20% reduction in fossil fuel emissions for the same reasons—the bill won’t pass at 20% and it will jeopardize his reelection if he tries and fails. When the Global Defense Committee learns of his decision, they send in political strategist Sydney Ellen Wade to change his mind.

Sydney is excited by the opportunity to become a major party player and determined to succeed despite her colleagues’ doubts. When she pressures the President for his support, Andy is attracted to this fascinating, passionate woman. Impressed by her tenacity, he offers her a deal. If she can get twenty-four votes, he’ll get the last ten. She agrees, then is surprised to find herself accepting a social invitation as well.

Their first date takes place at a state dinner where they share a romantic dance under the watchful eyes of the entire world. They enjoy the experience, but Senator Bob Rumson is positively elated. As the opposition party’s presidential candidate, he was disappointed they couldn’t run the type of dirty campaign they wanted in the last election because Shepherd was recently widowed. But now that the President has a girlfriend, he’s fair game.

As Rumson attacks his character, Andy refuses to respond. He won’t let it keep him from seeing Sydney either, despite everyone’s warnings that it will jeopardize his career. As they continue dating, their relationship grows and blossoms until the inevitable moment when they spend the night together.




Unfortunately, the press sensationalizes their romantic tryst. With no comment from the White House on the President’s personal life, Rumson gleefully stumps for election on a platform of traditional American values, which he claims Shepherd lacks.

The White House continues to solicit votes for the crime bill while Sydney does the same for the environmental bill. They try to ignore Rumson as he insults Andy and Sydney without reprisal, but he goes one step too far when he calls Sydney the First Mistress on national television. Realizing she loves Andy but their relationship is hurting his campaign, Sydney offers to disappear for a while. Andy won’t have it. He believes his faltering ratings will rebound once he passes the crime bill, so he convinces her to stay.

As they canvass for the votes they need to pass their respective bills, Sydney succeeds beyond everyone’s expectations with the promise of the President’s backing. Andy isn’t so lucky. His refusal to respond to Rumson is causing him to lose supporters one by one.

When Sydney accidentally hands him the key to passing the crime bill, Andy is torn. The only way the crime bill will pass is if he breaks his word and shelves her environmental bill. Needing the crime legislation to win reelection, he tells his staff to do it.

Just as Sydney gets the last vote she needs, she hears what Andy has done. His actions not only cause her to be fired, but will ensure she loses all credibility in politics as well. When she confronts him, he reminds her the crime bill was always his top priority. Still upset, she congratulates him for putting together crime legislation that has no hope of deterring crime, then leaves him.

With Sydney gone, Andy realizes his victory is nothing but ashes. Not only has he lost the woman he loves, but she’s right. Without addressing handguns and assault weapons, his vaunted crime bill won’t deter crime. And even if it does pass, he’s liable to lose the election because of Rumson’s character attacks. Andy is about to lose everything he’s ever wanted because he’s been so busy keeping his job that he forgot to do his job.

But no longer. He sets the record straight at a press conference, declaring his love for Sydney and revealing Rumson’s attacks for what they are—a smear campaign. Furthermore, Shepherd announces he’s sending the environmental bill to the floor to ask for the full 20% reduction and will rewrite the crime bill to address assault weapons and handguns.

His staff congratulates him on his moral courage, but all he wants now is to find Sydney and convince her to come back to him. Thank heavens it isn’t necessary. She’s already there, having heard his speech on the radio. Relieved, he informs her he didn’t say those things just to get her back. That’s not why she came back, either. She returned because he acted on the courage of his convictions to do what was right.




They kiss, but are interrupted by his staff who demand his attention. Smiling, she releases him. It’s business as usual but she can accept it, knowing their relationship will be stronger than before. Then, as Andrew Shepherd enters the House to a standing ovation, Sydney watches with a smile, proud to be the girlfriend of The American President.






  






Speed

Synopsis

When LAPD cop Jack Traven helps foil a bomber’s plot to extort three million dollars in ransom, he’s proud of his ability to remain cool and detached under pressure even while he takes gutsy risks. But his partner, Harry, tells Jack he needs to start thinking. He’s not good, just lucky, and sooner or later, Jack’s luck is bound to run out.

The next morning, Jack watches helplessly as the bomber, wanting revenge, destroys a bus in a fiery explosion. Now, the ante’s gone up to $3.7 million, and Jack has a new challenge. There’s a bomb on board another city bus. If the bus goes above 50 mph, the bomb will be armed. Once armed, it will explode if it falls below 50. And if Jack attempts to take any passengers off or the bomber doesn’t get the money by 11:00 A.M., the bus will blow up.

Inwardly raging at the fact that his adversary has made this personal, Jack speeds off to find the bus. But when he finally catches up, it’s too late—the bomb is armed. Taking a daring leap onto the speeding bus, he flashes his badge, telling the passengers to remain calm. But one desperate man assumes Jack is after him and pulls a gun. In the melee, the driver is shot.

Annie, a passenger, jumps in to take the wheel while Jack disarms the gunman. Since the driver is wounded, Annie agrees to stay in the driver’s seat. Now that the situation is under control, Jack falls back on his tried and true method of getting out of a jam—he calls Harry to discuss the situation. They have several clues: their opponent is a real pro, he has a missing thumb and he used a cheesy watch as a timer. Realizing the bomber must be a retired policeman, Harry mobilizes the department to find a nine-fingered cop on pension.

Meanwhile, Jack is trying to keep the bus from slowing down as they careen through the city streets. They swerve onto a vacant freeway, but the helicopters overhead are broadcasting their every move to the bomber, so they can’t take anyone off without reprisal.

Explaining it will show good faith to the money men, Jack persuades the bomber to let the wounded bus driver off. But when they do, a woman ignores his warnings and tries to escape as well. True to his word, the bomber triggers another bomb, killing her instantly. With one passenger now dead, the others realize their best hope of survival is to stay on the bus until the ransom is delivered.




That is, until they hear the bad news. There’s a fifty foot gap in the freeway up ahead. They barely make the hazardous leap, and share a brief moment of relief until Jack spots a sign for the airport. Urgently, he tells Annie to get off the freeway. They can circle the runways forever, and the news helicopters won’t be able to follow them into the restricted air space.

Now the helicopters aren’t broadcasting their every move, but Jack is still reluctant to remove the passengers. Somehow, their opponent will know—he’s been ahead of them every step of the way. Instead, Jack tries to dismantle the bomb from beneath, but Harry tells him not to bother. They’ve found the bomber. He’s Howard Payne, a former member of the Atlanta bomb squad, and Harry is heading out to arrest him now.

Jack has no time to savor the news as he’s jostled loose from the undercarriage. To save himself, he has to puncture the gas tank . . . and now the bus is losing fuel, fast. Worse, he learns Harry’s been killed in the explosion that destroyed the villain’s rigged home.

Payne calls to mock Jack with the news, saying Jack can’t win because Harry was the brains of the operation. Payne tells Jack his only choice is to get the money . . . or Jack, the wildcat, and every other person on the bus will die.

The words barely register as Jack stares at Annie’s shirt, showing the emblem of the Arizona Wildcats. Suddenly, he realizes why Payne called her a wildcat—he can see them in a camera hidden behind the mirror. Jack has to think—fast, before the fuel runs out. Quickly, he has a nearby news crew film a minute of tape, then loop it and feed it to the camera. As the loop fools Payne into believing they’re still on board, they remove the passengers just before the bus hits a parked aircraft and explodes. Now safe, they hurry to the drop point to catch Payne in the act of collecting his ransom.

But Payne discovers their ruse and grabs the money undetected, then kidnaps Annie, escaping into the subway with her. Jack follows him, but has to be careful. Payne has wired Annie with dynamite and if he releases the trigger, she will die. When Payne hears Jack on top of the speeding train, he follows him. They fight and Jack manages to grab the trigger just as a protruding sign tears Payne’s head off.

Jubilant, Jack disarms the bomb, but can’t stop the train. It’s jammed and they can’t jump because Annie is handcuffed to the pole.




Unable to leave the woman he’s come to care for, Jack stops to think. A curve is coming up, so he increases the speed on the train. As he hoped, it jumps the tracks and comes to a skidding halt. Though Jack and Annie have a few bumps and bruises, they’ve survived. Even better, Jack will never need anyone to do his thinking for him again.






  






Star Wars

Synopsis

In a distant galaxy, the light and dark sides of The Force vie for dominance. But despite the efforts of a ragtag band of rebels, the dark side is winning as evil permeates the Galactic Empire.

The rebels, led by Princess Leia, score a minor victory when she steals the plans for the Empire’s new Death Star, an armored planet-killer. Their only hope of restoring freedom to the galaxy lies in getting the stolen plans to their main base so Leia secretes them in a droid and sends it off with a cry for help to Obi-Wan Kenobi.

But her hopes appear doomed when the droid is captured by traders and Leia is held hostage by Darth Vader. Vader, an evil minion of the emperor and master of the dark side of The Force, will stop at nothing to keep the Death Star plans from falling into the hands of the rebels.

When the droid is sold to a farm, Luke Skywalker finds Leia’s cry for help. The droid leads him to Obi-Wan, and through him, Luke learns of his heritage. Obi-Wan and Luke’s father served the light side of The Force together as Jedi Knights until Darth Vader, seduced by the dark side, destroyed the elder Skywalker.

Luke would like nothing more than to follow in his father’s footsteps and help Obi-Wan and the princess, but he can’t—he’s needed on the family farm. Or so he thinks.

When he discovers the evil empire, in search of the droids, have murdered his aunt and uncle, Luke is free to pursue his legacy . . . and revenge.

To get to Alderaan and Princess Leia, Luke and Obi-Wan hire a pilot, Han Solo, who agrees to take them despite the danger. He has to find money fast in order to get bounty hunters off his tail.

As Luke learns more about The Force, Han gets them safely to Alderaan . . . but the planet is no longer there. Vader, angered by Leia’s refusal to reveal the location of the hidden rebel base, destroyed it. Now, the Death Star has Han’s ship in an unbreakable hold. Their only hope of escape is to release the controls holding them captive.

They learn the location of the controls, but discover Leia is on board and scheduled for termination. Luke is determined to save her, but Han resists until Luke reminds him that she’s rich and powerful. They rescue Leia, but are too late to help Obi-Wan. He’s caught in the act of releasing the ship by Vader and is felled in the subsequent battle between the dark and light sides of The Force. Luke wants to go to his mentor’s aid, but he hears Obi-Wan’s voice in his head, telling him to run. Luke does as the voice bids, and the small ship escapes with all aboard.




Vader follows close behind as they speed toward the rebel base, so they have to act fast. They analyze the Death Star plans and find a single weakness. If a one-man fighter can penetrate their defenses and hit a small target near their power source, it will start a chain reaction that will destroy the Death Star.

Luke asks Han to stay and help the rebels, but Han declines. A reward is no good if he won’t be around to spend it. Disgusted, Luke joins the rebels to engage the Death Star before it comes in range of the rebel base.

The rebel fighters are so small that they evade the Death Star, so Vader sends his fighters out to engage them, piloting one himself. The battle rages, and despite their best tries, the rebels are unable to hit the target. When it’s Luke’s turn to attempt it, he hears Obi-Wan telling him to trust in his feelings and use The Force. Luke has only thirty seconds before the Death Star is in range of the base, so he speeds for the target. But Vader is on his tail, and his nemesis locks on to Luke’s fighter, spelling doom for our hero.

At the eleventh hour, Han shows up with a rebel yell to distract Vader and knock him off Luke’s tail, sending the villain spinning off into space. Following Obi-Wan’s advice, Luke closes his eyes and trusts in The Force, then takes his shot.

He hits the target at the last possible second and the Death Star explodes, leaving the rebels jubilant. Luke and Leia rejoice with Han, saying they knew he wouldn’t leave his friends in the lurch. Victorious, Leia presents Luke and Han with medals to reward them for their service.

Our heroes have succeeded for the moment, but the battle against evil is not yet over. Luke Skywalker has much to learn before he confronts Darth Vader again in The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi, but the budding Jedi Knight has a secret weapon on his side. As Obi-Wan Kenobi promised, The Force will always be with him.






  


Appendix D
 

Using the Plotting Board

Have you ever wanted to brainstorm a new story with a group (or even just yourself) but find it’s difficult to keep track of everything? Using a plotting board (also called a storyboard) will help you form the skeleton of a story and ensure you have all of the necessary components before you begin writing.

That’s what I do now. Since I learned that writing the synopsis before I write the book is best for me, I needed an easy way to brainstorm an idea on my own or with my critique group. So, when I saw a couple of different versions of plotting boards at writing conferences, I decided to create one for myself that would incorporate everything I needed to know before I start writing (though you can also use it when you get stuck). The plotting board is a very visual picture of how your characters, plot and scenes work together, so it makes it easy to see what’s missing or where you might have forgotten something.

Creating the plotting board

You can create a board of any size, but for brainstorming with my critique group, I used a large trifold project board like the ones kids use for science fair projects. They’re usually made of foam core or heavy cardboard.

I made a grid with twenty squares to represent each chapter, then added the GMC squares on the left. I used thin black tape to mark off the squares, and peel-and-stick letters for the chapter numbers and headings to make it look spiffy. Can you tell I’m a bit of an engineering geek?

But you don’t have to be an engineer or an arts and crafts whiz to make your own. You can draw the lines with a straight edge and write the numbers/letters on the board, or use labels. You can also use a blank wall, white board butcher paper or even your floor. Use fewer squares or more as needed for your particular story.




How large should you make your board? It depends on how you’ll use it, how far away you’ll need to be able to see it, how big your writing is, etc. If you’re not sure, you might want to start by putting sticky notes on the wall then see what works best before you purchase the board. Mine is huge because I use it to brainstorm with my critique group, but I have a smaller version about half the size for when I’m working on my own.

Make the boxes big enough to fit two to four sticky notes in one square so you’re able to read what you wrote on them. For my large plotting board, I use 2” by 2” square notes. For smaller boards, I use smaller sticky notes. Some writers have made small, very portable plotting boards from a manila folder, using 1/2” sticky notes; others have transferred the information to a Word or Excel document, using tables to set up the chapters (four cells per chapter), then colored each cell the appropriate color. I’m also experimenting using the corkboard in Scrivener’s software to do the same thing. Again, do what works for you.

See below for an example of what one looks like. To get the most out of the following examples, I recommend you view them on a device that shows color.

Plotting Board

[image: Missing image file]

How to use the plotting board

I highly recommend that you start with more than just “I want to write a romantic suspense.” In other words, it helps if you have some idea of the characters and where you want to go with the plot at least. Otherwise, it will take a lot longer to build your book and you’ll just get frustrated with the process.




You will need sticky note pads in several different colors and a pen or marker dark enough to read from the distance you’ll be viewing it. Each color will represent something different in your book. For example, you could use the following colors for your romantic suspense:

Pink: Heroine’s characterization and/or scenes

Blue: Hero’s characterization and/or scenes


Purple: Villain’s characterization and/or scenes


Peach: A scene showing the genre considerations (in this case, the development of the romance)


Yellow: Major plot points and turning points


Orange: Subplot points/scenes


Green: Suspense plot points/scenes


These are just examples. You could use different colors to track different things according to your needs. For example, you might want to track clues and red herrings, your historical events timeline, character arc/growth, action scenes or anything else you want to ensure you don’t forget.

The purpose of using a variety of colors is so that you can easily see where you’re missing something. For example, if you find there isn’t enough blue in one part of the book, you might need more scenes from your hero’s point of view. Or you may realize that you forgot to set up the subplot in the first part of the book, you need to add in the villain’s point of view, you have too many scenes in one character’s point of view and not enough from another and so on. The advantage of using sticky notes is that it’s easy to move them from one chapter to another if necessary, and you can reuse your board for more than one book.

Character Section

The left side of the board in the figure is reserved for characterization. I set up two areas for GMC; one is for your primary protagonist, and the other can be used for the villain or another major character—whatever you need. If you have more than two characters whose GMC you want to track, you may need to make a bigger board or put the GMC on the wall next to it.




Each GMC section has two columns. One column is for internal GMC, and the other is for external. When I brainstorm in a group, this is where we start. Using one color for each character, we’ll write the character’s goals, one note for each goal. That makes them easier to remove if you decide later that it doesn’t work for you.

Then, for each goal, you’ll record the motivation(s) and conflict(s) that relate to that goal using the same color and put them in the appropriate column on the left side of the board. If you have a story with multiple points of view, you can then use the same color note whenever you plot a scene from that person’s point of view on the right side of the board.

If you’re concerned about ensuring whether you showed all the GMC or exactly where you show it in the story, another option would be to use three different color notes: One for goals, one for motivations and one for conflicts. Post them in the GMC area and use the same color when you show those GMC elements in the plot area on the board.

Plotting Section

In this area, there are squares numbered from one to twenty, each representing a chapter. If you plan to have fewer chapters, then ignore the higher numbered squares. If you plan on having more chapters, well . . . make a bigger board or use an additional surface or the back of the board.

This is where you show your plot points. In the above example, you’ll notice I indicated where the major plot points should go at the beginning and end. In addition, I estimated where my Turning Points, or Point Cs would go, based on a twenty-chapter book. The actual location of the Turning Points may change, but I wanted to ensure I remembered to put them in.

Genre considerations

You may also want to plot scenes specific to your particular genre. For example, in a romance novel, you want to plot the development of the romance. I hear you saying, “Duh!” but you’d be surprised how many writers don’t think about that. So what are the steps in the development of the romance? Each journey is different, but let’s say it consists of the first meeting, the first kiss, first time they make love, the ups and downs of the relationship, the moments they fall in love, and the moment they commit to each other. So, when you brainstorm a romance, you might use one color to plot those points on the board. This way you can see very clearly if it’s spaced out appropriately over the course of the book.




Similarly, if it’s a romantic suspense, you could use different colors for the romance and the suspense. When brainstorming a mystery, use different colors for the clues and red herrings. If it’s an action-adventure story, you could use a separate color for the action scenes, to ensure you have enough and they’re spaced out well for pacing.

There are no specific “points” to plot for fantasy or science fiction, but you may want to plot the development of the character’s magical abilities, track subplots, etc.

Brainstorming in action

You probably have an idea how the book will end, so you’d work between the GMC and the plotting section to brainstorm what each plot point should be. If you’re stuck for a Turning Point, look back at the GMC to see what the character needs in order to reach the growth you have planned, and try to determine how you can show that in the Turning Point.

While you’re brainstorming the Turning Points, you’ll probably come up with ideas for other scenes or clues you need to drop, where you need to show the internal conflict, and so forth. So, after you put the plot points on the board in the appropriate places, place the scenes where you think they’ll probably go, then fill in around them. Take a step back and look at the colors. Are the colors distributed the way you’d like to see them over the course of the story? If not, move them, or place a note of the missing color in the location where you need it. You can fill it in with the required scene now or leave it blank to remind yourself that you’ll need to add it later.

At this point, put everything you can think of on the board. Since you’re using sticky notes, you can easily pull them off if you decide they’re not working or move them to where they will work. When you work back and forth between character and plot, it helps to keep you focused on ensuring the GMC affects the plot, and vice versa.

When I brainstorm in a group, we stop when the person who is writing the story feels they have enough to begin writing. We’ve helped develop the skeleton, but fleshing it out is up to them.




A plotting board brainstorming example

Let’s use Romancing the Stone as an example of how I might brainstorm the story using the plotting board on my own (without a group). I used the following sticky note colors, since I want to ensure a good balance of these things:

Pink: Joan Wilder’s GMC and point of view (POV)

Blue: Jack Colton’s GMC and POV


Green: Villains’ POVs


Purple: Romance (genre) development


Orange: Action scenes


Let’s start with Joan Wilder’s GMC and what I know about her. I know she’s a romance writer, and would love to find a dream man like the hero in her books, Jesse. That’s her internal goal, so I put that on a pink note under the internal column in the goal row. Her motivation, or why she wants to find a man, is to find happiness and adventure like her sister did. Her conflict? She’s very timid and lives holed up in a small apartment.

What’s her external goal? It isn’t obvious at the very beginning of the story, but her external goal soon becomes to get a treasure map to Cartagena, Columbia. Why? To save her sister’s life (motivation). What’s her conflict? Not only does she have the internal conflict of being timid, but she has two sets of bad guys after her (external), trying to steal the map.

I used pink notes on the board to represent Joan’s GMC. Note that she could have more than one set of internal and external GMC sets—a major character often does. To place additional GMC sets on the board, use smaller notes, write them all on one note, or overlap them. The key is to get them on the board as you think about them. See below for how the portion concerning Joan’s GMC would look:
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Now for Jack’s internal GMC. I know Jack wants to be successful (goal) because he wants to be independent (motivation). The only problem is, he lacks patience and is into shortcuts (conflict). His external goal is to buy a boat and sail around the world because he loves the ocean and wants to be alone (motivation). The only problem is, he doesn’t have enough cash to afford it (conflict). I charted his GMC on the board in blue:
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Now that we have some idea of our major characters’ GMC, let’s look at the plot skeleton. We know Joan is a timid romance writer so let’s take her out of her comfort zone and send her on an adventure like those she writes about. We’re using pink for Joan, so let’s show her Ordinary World in the first chapter on a pink note. We also want to remember to show her goal—to find a dream man like Jesse, the hero in her books.

Since we want to yank her out of her Ordinary World and send her in a New Direction, let’s have the sister she admires in major trouble. The trigger event is the phone call directing her to take the treasure map her brother-in-law mailed her and give it to the bad guys in Cartagena. That’s going to be fairly soon after we show the Ordinary World, so let’s show it in the first chapter on a pink note.

We want to make things tougher for our heroine, so the first Turning Point, or Change of Plans, should do that. Let’s put her out in the middle of nowhere with her only means of transportation out of commission. That goes on a pink note, and we’re going to estimate it’s at chapter five of a twenty-chapter book.

We know we’re going to have bad guys chasing her, and Jack trying to romance the stone from her, so the next Turning Point should make her change directions. Let’s have her decide to stop running from the bad guys and become proactive to go after the treasure herself. I put that at the approximate midpoint, Chapter Ten.




The next Turning Point takes the stone away from her. She and Jack have found it, but they’re separated and now he has the treasure. I put this Turning Point at Chapter Fifteen.

What about her Black Moment? Hmm, let’s put her all alone at the end, with her sister unconscious and Jack unable to get to her. She has no one around to save her, so if she wants to live, she’ll have to save herself as well as her sister. I plotted all of these points in pink on the board because they are in Joan’s POV and relate to her character development.

Now, let’s look at Jack’s Turning Points. They come pretty much at the same time as Joan’s, so we’re plotting them in blue in the same chapters. However, Jack’s Ordinary World—as a shortcut-taking adventurer—is shown when we meet him in Chapter Five and show the reader his immediate conflict, the loss of the exotic birds he’s been capturing to sell. We also show his goal: The only thing he saves is the picture of the boat he wants to buy.

Jack wants to copy the map, dump Joan, and go after the treasure himself, but at the midpoint, he convinces her to go after the treasure and helps her rather than stealing the map. It’s kind of redundant to plot the same decision point in blue, but I’m doing it anyway because I want a scene from Jack’s point of view here as well so we see what he plans.

For my next Turning Point, I want to separate them, and put the reader—and Joan—in doubt of what Jack will do. So, in Chapter Fifteen, I split them up, ensuring Jack has the stone. He promises to meet her at Hotel Cartegena, but she’s unsure if he’ll follow through. His Turning Point goes in blue.

At the end, Jack has his own Black Moment separate from Joan’s. A croc has swallowed the emerald and Jack has it by the tail. The emerald, which he could sell to buy his boat, represents his goal. But Joan is in trouble, so he has to make a decision to either let go of his goal to save Joan, or keep his goal and let the woman he’s come to care for perish. That’s plotted in blue.

Our resolution is to have Jack make the right choice (his growth) and let go of the croc to save Joan, then be rewarded by getting what he wants. And wouldn’t it be cool if he made the right choice but couldn’t get to her? Now we have Joan’s resolution—she demonstrates character growth by taking care of the bad guy herself and getting her reward.

This is how the right side of the board looks so far:
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So, now we have the basic skeleton mapped out with GMC and our plot points. The next step is to brainstorm more of the story. This is a romantic action/adventure story, so maybe we should plot the development of the romance and action scenes.

I chose purple for the romance. They may start out angry at each other, but I want to develop some romance fairly soon, so I’ll show their beginning attraction on a purple note in about the third chapter. Then I know they’re going to dance and make love right before the midpoint, so I’ll put that in Chapter Nine. They have to fall in love sometime in there, so I’ll guess at Chapter Eleven. And in Chapter Fourteen, I’ll have Ralph, one of the villains, taunt Joan, saying Jack is trying to romance the stone from her. That sets up doubt about their relationship for Joan. Then, at the end, after they both make the right decisions, I’ll reward Joan with her dream man and reward Jack with Joan and his boat.

I also want plenty of action spaced throughout the story, so let me plot that with orange notes. I have some action scenes in mind: A gun fight between Colonel Zolo and Jack, having Joan and Jack chased by the bad guys with bullets flying, a fun slide down a mud bank, finding the emerald, going over a waterfall, having Ralph hold them at gunpoint and an action scene at the end. I’ll spread these out over the board where I think they’re going to go.




I’d also like to show some scenes from the villains’ points of view, so let’s use green for that. First, I want to show Ira and Ralph kidnapping Joan’s sister, Elaine. And I need to set up the scene with the crocs at the end, so I need to put in a scene showing Ira and his pet crocodiles. Colonel Zolo and his private army represent the other bad guys, so I need to show him putting Joan on the wrong bus. Since that’s right before Joan realizes she’s on the wrong bus, I’ll move that pink note to go along with the green note to Chapter Four. Hey, wouldn’t it be cool if they were rescued by one of her fans? I’ll plot that in pink somewhere. See below for an idea of how the right side of the board looks now.
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I’m writing short sentences on the notes or key words that I’ll understand later. Looking at the colors now, I see that I may need a few more scenes from the villains’ points of view (or spread them out more), and maybe a little more romance.

I also want to use more pink and blue to show the evolution of the character growth for Joan and Jack, so I go back to their GMC and think how I can show that growth, then put notes showing that on the board.

This is just the start of the brainstorming process. If I were doing this in a group and this was my story, I might stop here with the basic structure to take it home and finish brainstorming the rest of the book by myself.




Tips for brainstorming in a group

When I brainstorm with my critique group, we start with a blank board and have one writer explain what she knows about her book, then we brainstorm for a while using the GMC, major plot points and other scenes until the writer feels she has a good idea of where the book is going. Then she usually has an overload of info flooding her brain and needs time to let it gel, so she takes the ideas on the board home and fleshes it out on her own.

If you want to try it with a group of your own, here are some tips we’ve found useful:

Ideally, set aside a weekend away from your Ordinary World to brainstorm everyone’s story, or brainstorm one night a week per book.


The author has the final say on what goes into her story—always. It’s good to establish this rule in the beginning because some people can get really invested in their own ideas and have problems letting them go. Yep, experience talking here.


Someone other than the author should place the notes on the board so the author can take in the view of the whole board and have time to think.


If possible, a third person can take notes on a laptop of ideas everyone has thrown out which she’ll give to the author.


Fill the board with sticky notes until the author has enough to outline the book or time runs out.


If you’re brainstorming only with yourself, or having problems thinking out of your own personal box, check out my book, The Writer’s Brainstorming Kit, Thinking in New Directions, written with Michael Waite.


After you finish brainstorming:

If you want to use the board to brainstorm someone else’s book, transfer the sticky notes to a notebook. I use separate pages for each GMC set and for each chapter, and place the sticky notes directly on the page. Then, if I get more ideas, I can write them directly on the page (with or without colors) and take it with me to work on it.





If you prefer an electronic “board,” transfer the information on the sticky notes, with color coding, to a spreadsheet, word processing table or Scrivener corkboard.


Flesh out the story with more sticky notes as you write the synopsis or ideas come to you.


Once you have all of the sticky notes on the board and you’re happy with the plot and characters, you have the key elements to write your synopsis. Even better, you have a fabulous framework for what scenes need to go where when you’re writing the book. Have fun with it—I hope it works for you!
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