T H E ELE M E NT S
OF A S CE NE

SCENE IS THE SMALLEST UNIT OF STORY
I was working on a scene in my novel-in-progress this week that wasn’t going anywhere. It was ﬂat, dull, lifeless.
Everything was happening in the scene that I wanted to happen, but it was just sort of sat there.

I dove in to try to ﬁx it, and realized that the way I approached the ﬁx starts with the awareness that a scene is the
smallest unit of story.

What does that mean?

First you have to know that a story is about change. At the very heart of it, when you strip everything else away, that’s
all it is – a way of tracing a change in someone. They started out as one thing and ended up another.

•

They were a person who didn’t believe in love and ended up in love.

•

They were a person who took their mother for granted and ended up taking everyone else for granted, too.

•

They were a person who never felt heard and thought the way to being heard was to become an actress and
realized that they were wrong.

The change can be big and dramatic or small and nuanced, but if you don’t have change, you don’t have story. (Note
that this deﬁnition of story applies to memoir, too. And actually it applies to nonﬁction of every kind but the change
is taking place in the reader themselves, not the characters on the page. They go from not knowing how to lose
weight to having a plan for healthy eating. They go from not understanding how to do well as a manager to being a
good manager.)

Every scene of your story is a tiny slice of that arc of change. Therefore in every scene, something has to change.

In the scene I was working on, I brought one character on stage to make the other doubt her ability to write the story
she has to write. She is a TV writer named Ruby and she is my protagonist. She is up against a pressing and very
emotionally resonant deadline because her writing partner, who is her lover and her best friend, has been in a
terrible accident. They were days away from doing an 11th hour rewrite on the ﬁnale of their hit TV show, and she
doubts her ability to write without him. The guy I brought on stage to provoke her is a big movie producer named
Jason, and he was the guy who hired her partner but did not hire her.

I thought I had the ingredients for a great scene because here is an antagonist, a truth-teller, someone who can rattle
Ruby.

But the scene was ﬂat because although it provided an external bit of “drama” it didn’t allow Ruby to move, to grow,
to react. There was no consequence to her action – no dominos falling against each other. Nothing, in other words,
was changing. So I knew I had to make something happen.
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I dove back into the scene and here's what I asked myself:

What’s the worst thing that can happen here? What can I do to cause Ruby to struggle even harder than she is struggling?

The answer was that Ruby would learn something about Henry from Jason that she didn’t know – something worse
than what she imagined had happened, something that would give her no choice but to take some kind of action.
(And action, remember, can be a decision, a shift in mindset, a commitment … it doesn’t just have to be a swordﬁght
or meteors falling on Kansas.)

No sooner has I asked the question, then the answer came to me: Ruby would go into the scene believing that Jason
was the bad guy – he had hired Henry without Ruby. In the midst of the scene, Jason would tell her that, in fact,
Henry had applied for the job. He had wanted to write without Ruby. It had been his idea. Ruby would exit the scene
knowing that Henry had taken action to write without her – which would make her angry enough to want to prove to
him and to herself and to the whole world that she could write without him. So instead of hemming and hawing and
doubting, now she’s on ﬁre.

Boom! Story deepened by a mile, scene made resonant, story moved forward.

Ask yourself the same questions of every scene you write: What’s the worst thing that can happen here? What can I do to
cause my protagonist to struggle even harder than she is struggling?

Odds are good this will shake out an answer that will move your story forward.
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Chapter 8
I walked out the door of my casita, up the stairs, around a corner – and straight into a man in a blue blazer.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”
And he said, “Ruby?”
I scanned his face and felt the bottom drop out of my stomach the way it does on a rollercoaster. It was Jason, the
movie producer who had hired Henry and not me.
Before I could speak, he put his hands on my shoulders. “I’m so sorry about Henry,” he said. “How are you
holding up?”
I didn’t want him to think I was as blown apart as I was. I didn't want him to think I needed his kindness. “Fine,” I
said, “Fine,” but it came out sounding as strained as it felt.
Jason turned to the woman next to him -- a dark skinned woman in a shimmering dress the color of marigolds.
“This is Ruby Johnson, one of the writers of Complications Ensue.” He turned back towards me. “This is Inya Inritu,” he
said, and grinned, “Bond Girl and sister of the bride.”
“I love your show,” Inya said, “I’m so sorry about what’s happened. It’s a terrible thing....”
“Thank you,” I said, wondering exactly what she was referring to. The original accident? The problems with the
show? The recent news that Henry wasn’t going to wake up? Was that news now out in the world? Did everyone know it?
Had Clementine broadcast it on Twitter?
“I understand that one of your fans will be ﬁnishing the script,” Inya said, “It’s wonderful to have fans who are so
–“
“No,” I said, “No that is not true!”
Several people nearby looked our way to see what the raise voices were about.
“I’m sorry,” Inya said, looking stricken, “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’d heard on Ellen that -- ”
“I’m ﬁnishing the script,” I said, and chanced to glare into Jason’s eyes – daring him to say something about how I
was being foolish or delusional to think that I could ﬁnish a script on my own. “Me. All by myself.”
“Are you now?” Jason asked, in the kind of voice you would use to talk to someone who was ill or impaired or
crazy.
“That’s right,” I said, and feeling compelled to explain what I was doing at a fancy ocean-side resort instead of by
Henry’s side at the hospital, I went on: “Henry and I used to come here to write sometimes. I came in honor of him. I’m
certain it’s what he would want me to do.” I paused and gulped the air. “He’s dying,” I said. “He’s not going to wake up.”
The moment I said the words out loud, tears sprang to my eyes. I began to sob.
“Oh Ruby,” Jason said. He turned towards Inya. “Let me take Ruby up to the bar,” he said, “I’ll be back in a
moment.”
“Jason, the rehearsal starts in twenty minutes.”
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“I’ll just be ten,” he said, and he took me by the arm and walked me across the lawn and the patio to the bar
oﬀ the lobby, while I thought, Ten minutes to do what? Pawn me oﬀ on a bartender?
He sat me on a barstool. “Whiskey, neat,” he called to the bartender, then he smiled kindly at me. “Worked
for my Irish grandmother.”
I thought of Hemingway’s famous maxim: Write drunk, edit sober. And then I thought about how that so rarely
actually worked, about what terrible advice it really was. I wiped my eyes. “With all due respect to your grandma, no
whiskey for me,” I said, “Did you hear what I said? I’m here to ﬁnish a script. I’m on a deadline. I have work to do.” I
got up from the stool as if to leave.
Jason put his hand on my shoulder, pressing me back down. “Ruby, I heard you say that Henry is dying,” he
said, “The whiskey is not to help you write. It’s to help you grieve.”
“I don’t have time to grieve right now,” I said, just as the bartender brought the drink. “And if you understood
anything about the way writers work or even about the power of story, you would get that.”
“The power of story?” He chuckled. “Ruby, I’m a ﬁlmmaker, I get the power of story, but we’re not talking
about ﬁlms, we’re talking about your partner’s life.”
“Oh so now you have empathy for what Henry and I were to each other? Did that not occur to you when you
were hiring for Name of Movie TK?”
He seemed to deﬂate. “Are you angry about that?” he asked, his voice small.
“What the fuck do you think?”
“It was a money decision,” he said, “We couldn’t aﬀord you both.”
“And what made you think he would be good without me? We were a team,” I said. “Every success we had, we
had because we worked together.” An image ﬂashed through my mind, again, of Henry pacing around my dining
room table, bending paperclips as we hashed out ideas, as we debated character’s motivations and the logic of their
choices. When we were writing, it seemed as though the whole world made sense. We could right any wrong, ﬁx any
ﬂaw, understand the twisted cause and eﬀect of a life. We really were like gods -- noble in reason, inﬁnite in faculty,
the paragon of animals.
“I knew he would be good without you, Ruby,” he said quietly, “He sent in sample pages. They were just what
we wanted.”
It felt as though the world suddenly stopped turning. I reeled. I took in a quick gulp of air. Henry had applied
for the job?
“You’re lying,” I said. “He would never have done that without talking to me ﬁrst.”
Jason nodded his head. “I’m sorry, Ruby,” he said, “It’s true. He applied for the job.”
I reached for the glass of whiskey on the bar and downed it.
“Can I see his pages?” I asked, wondering what Henry’s writing looked like without my ﬁngerprints,
wondering if he was better without me.
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“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Jason said.
I looked into his face, searching for an answer I knew he could never provide. Why had Henry done it?
And was it only about the writing, or had he grown weary of me, of us? “He really wanted to write without me?” I
asked.
“Writers write,” he said, “It’s what they do. Maybe it’s what you should go do now, Ruby. You said yourself
it’s what Henry would have wanted.”
I looked away, out the window, down towards Cielo Point, where the wedding party was assembling for
their rehearsal in the afternoon sun. I could see the tiny ﬁgures moving against the green grass and the blue sky,
the bright colors of the women’s dresses shimmering like jewels. I once heard a minister say that funerals were
often the happiest of family occasions. Weddings, on the other hand, were often ﬁlled with drama. They were,
after all, occasions of prescribed happiness, when the real emotions of life weren’t allowed onto stage. But those
emotions always found a way, even when you tried as hard as you could to beat them back. I remembered how,
in the days leading up to our wedding, I kept looking at Henry and imagining how our marriage would end. I
imagined plane crashes, plagues, forest ﬁres, and what I pictured when I imaged them was not the events
themselves – twisted bodies and blood -- but the aftermath. The funeral. The opposite of this wedding day –
black instead of white, urgent instead of planned, sorrow instead of joy – and at the center, a person utterly
diminished by the day. Changed for the worse, people would whisper, Not herself. She might never be the same again.
What I really wanted to know was if it was worth it – if the pain the bride would feel when her husband
died would be worth it. But Jason had been married four times. He was one of Hollywood’s most notorious
playboys. What did he know about the cost of love? “How can you go stand up for a bride and groom when
you’ve been so bad at marriage yourself?” I asked.
Jason shrugged, and a sly smile crept across his face. “I’m a hopeless romantic,” he said, “I love the
beginnings of things – movies, marriages. It’s when everything seems possible”
I nodded, remembering the day Sharon had called to oﬀer me and Henry our own show on her ﬂedging,
rogue network. “The Internet is the future of storytelling,” she had said, “The studio system is dead. Come make
history with me. Come be on the cutting edge.”
That was 2004. Henry had some ﬁlmmaker friends who were collaborating with some computer guys who
were putting little movies up on something called YouTube. You didn’t need studio approval, you didn’t need
funding. All you needed was a cheap video camera, some actors with a little free time, and an email address. One
of his friends heard about how we met and said he needed content and asked if we would write a script and get
some people together to act it out so he could share the video on YouTube. It seemed like a lark at the time –
something fun to do after work and on weekends. We banged out a three minute story, they ﬁlmed it one
afternoon and a week later the friend called Henry to say that 4,000 people had watched it.
We made another and another, and we started to make money, and pretty soon, I wasn’t spinning worlds
with tweed anymore, but with words. And I was with Henry all the time – day and night, always with him,
writing, laughing, having the time of our lives.
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It absolutely seemed like anything was possible – like we could make up stories and audiences would simply be
there, waiting. We didn’t ask Sharon about the odds of success, or what she thought we would end up making, or
whether we should give up our day jobs working behind the scenes at the theater and on TV sets. We didn’t think
for a moment about the risks or the costs of jumping. We just jumped. We just trusted ourselves and Sharon and
the world. We believed anything was possible.
“True,” I said, “But after that, complications ensue.” I wondered if Henry had been looking for an
opportunity to write on his own, or if it had just presented itself? Was it a crime of chance or had he plotted it
out? Either way, it didn’t make the result any better. He had wanted to write without me. He had taken action to
do so. And he had lied to me about it – either to protect me, or out of shame. I clamped down on that thought
and let it ring through my mind: Henry had lied to me. There was a part of me that was strangely relieved. I had,
after all, refused to marry him. I had called it oﬀ at the last minute. I had known that complications always
ensure and that the best way to protect yourself was not to get in too deep. “Complications always ensue,” I
repeated.
“Yes,” Jason said, “But that’s what makes it all interesting, isn’t it?”
I shrugged. I wasn’t sure what I believed. “You better go to the rehearsal,” I said, “You don’t want to be late.”
“Will you be okay?” he asked.
I wasn’t sure about the long term – meaning any time after the weekend, or any time after Henry was
actually gone. But right then, I had something to prove. I had a reason to ﬁgure out an eﬀective way to end the
show. “I’ll be ﬁne,” I said.
As soon as he was gone, I turned to the bartender. “Can I order some food here?” I asked. “A hamburger
and some fresh fries?”
“No problem,” the bartender said.
“Make that two burgers and fries, and a cup of black coﬀee, and all of it to go.”
“You got it,” he said.
I told him I would be back for the food. I walked out to the shop in the lobby, where I bought a power cord
for the computer and another one for the phone.
I walked back to the bar for my hamburgers, then headed to my room, but instead of going straight back
to my room, I took the long way, so I could walk by Cielo Point to watch the bride and the groom rehearsing the
moment when they would willingly agree to be transformed by someone else. Changed for the worse, people
would whisper, Not herself. She might never be the same again.
Marriage was a risk. Love was a risk. Writing with someone else was a risk.
Maybe it was a blessing that I had the chance to write the ending of the show by myself.
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DID YOU FI ND THIS
DOC UME NT HEL PFUL?
PRO-TIP:
Do you
know you
need help,
but aren’t
sure what
exactly you
need?
Visit our
website to
start your
research.

We invite you to check out what we have to oﬀer at Author Accelerator:
BLUEPRINT FOR A BOOK
An intense weekend of live video, Q&As and building the foundation
to your novel. Personalized feedback on all your assignments from a
book coach within a week.

LEARN MORE >>
S T O RY G E N I U S WO R K S H O P
A 10-week program based on Lisa Cron’s Story Genius method.
Personalized feedback on all your assignments from a book coach.

LEARN MORE >>
M A N U S C R I P T AC C E L E R AT O R
A 6-month no-excuses for starting and ﬁnishing a rough draft — and
ﬁnishing strong. Working with a coach is the best way to make your
dream of writing a book a reality.

LEARN MORE >>
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