 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #7 - Identifying Three Elements of Scene
We talked a lot about scenes in the first class, but (don’t sigh) we’re not through.  The thing is, the construction of good scenes and sequels seems to be as difficult for newbie writers as finding enough conflict is.  So we’re going to continue to work on scene construction in this class, as well.  Remember, scenes are made up of three elements: 1) goal (of the POV character); 2) conflict (something that is hampering him/her in reaching that goal); and 3) disaster (a new problem or story question as a result of the conflict, an epiphany of sorts).

In teaching these classes, I've discovered that even the most skillful and advanced of the writers who take the course seem to have trouble identifying these elements in scenes they read.  So let's analyze a scene or two.  I'll start with an easy one, the opening scene from my October, 2006 book for Harlequin NeXT, WHICH END IS UP?

*****
Fighting the wind and freezing rain, Grace Campisi rounded the corner of W. 16th Street and dug in her purse for the card key that would open the outer door to her apartment building.  Damn, she hated this weather.  When she'd left her office on this miserable January night, there wasn't a vacant cab to be found, so she'd come home on the subway and had walked the three blocks to her building.


But even though she was exhausted from her twelve hour day, most of which was spent in court, as well as cold and wet--she smiled when she finally reached the shelter of the recessed doorway of her new apartment near Union Square.


She inserted the key, and the release on the lock clicked.  Franklin, the building's security guard, was watching her.  "Evenin', Grace," he said as she pushed open the door.


"Good evening, Franklin."  Curious about the odd expression on his swarthy face, she almost said Is something wrong? but then she saw the figure huddled on a chair in the corner of the small lobby.


Grace's mouth fell open.  "Perry?"


"Hi, Grace."  Her younger sister grinned sheepishly.  "Surprised, huh?"


"That's an understatement."  But she shouldn't be. Because showing up unannounced was typical Perry behavior and had been ever since Grace could remember.


Perry struggled to her feet, using the arm rest to hoist herself up, and Grace got her second shock of the day.  Perry was pregnant!  Hugely pregnant, a fact that hadn't been apparent when she was sitting because of the duffel bag she'd held on her lap.


Oh, no, Grace thought.


Perry self-consciously laid her hand on her stomach.  "I know.  Another surprise."


Her brown eyes, dark and liquid, reminded Grace so much of their father.  And even though it had been two years since Sal Campisi, Sr. had died of a massive stroke, Grace felt a fresh stab of grief.  She had adored her father, and she knew he'd felt the same way about her.  If Perry had garnered the lion's share of their mother's attention and love, Grace had been the recipient of their father's.


Fully aware of Franklin's avid curiosity, Grace forced a smile to her face and said, "Let's go up where we can sit and be comfortable, and you can tell me everything."  Turning her smile to the security guard, she said, "Thanks for letting her in, Franklin."


Grabbing the duffel bag, Grace inclined her head toward the elevators behind the guard's station.  "This way, Perry."


The sisters didn't talk as the elevator made its slow ascent to the fourth floor of the six-story, thirty-apartment building.  Grace's mind was too busy wondering what this visit might mean, and she had no idea what Perry was thinking.  She kept stealing glances at her sister, but Perry's face gave away nothing.


On the fourth floor, the elevator came to a jerky stop.  Grace grimaced.  The antiquated system was the biggest complaint Grace had about the building.  Beckoning Perry to follow, Grace led the way to her corner apartment.


Inside, Grace dropped Perry's duffel bag in the living room.  "I'm going to change my clothes, okay?"


"Okay," Perry said.  She looked around.  "This is nice.  When did you move here?"


"In September."  Which Perry would have known if she'd been in contact, Grace thought with a touch of anger.  But the anger quickly dissipated.  Perry was Perry.  And Grace loved her, warts and all.  Besides, Grace wasn't perfect, either, as her mother had reminded her more than once.


"Be right back," Grace said.  "Then I'll get us a glass of wine and, if you're hungry, something to eat."


"I'm not supposed to drink."


"Oh.  Of course not."  Grace should have known that, but hell, she'd never been pregnant.  And, at forty-two, there wasn't much chance she ever would be.  Not that she cared.  The only time she'd ever thought about having children had been when Brett . . .  But she didn't want to go there.  Brett was gone.  That part of her life had been over a long time ago. "Well, a soft drink, then."


Perry nodded and sank onto the sofa.  She looked exhausted, her beautiful face pale and showing signs of strain, her eyes clouded with fatigue, her dark, curly hair--God, how Grace had used to envy Perry that hair since her own black hair was stick straight--obviously in need of a good washing, and of course, that cumbersome body, so different from her normally lithe frame.


Grace hurriedly doffed her work clothes and pulled on soft, worn jeans, an old sweatshirt, and thick socks.  Padding from her bedroom to the kitchen, she set about pouring herself a glass of her favorite Australian shiraz, then called in to Perry.  "Coke okay, Perry?"  Maybe pregnant women shouldn't drink Cokes, either.


"Sure," Perry called back.


"You hungry?  Want some crackers and cheese?"


"That's okay.  I stopped at Angelo's before I came here and had some pizza."  Angelo's was their favorite place to go in Little Italy.


So at least Perry wasn't flat broke if she could afford pizza, Grace thought.


A few minutes later, carrying a laden tray into the living room, Grace set it on the distressed pine coffee table in front of Perry.  Then, with a sigh of relief, she sank onto the other end of the sofa and lifted her glass of wine in a toast.  "To surprises," she said with a wry smile, "big and small."


Perry smiled back, but Grace could see the wariness in her eyes.


"Okay, spill," Grace said after taking a fortifying swallow of the smooth wine.  She reached for a wheat cracker and a slab of cheddar.  She hadn't had time for lunch, making do with a Snickers bar and Diet Coke from one of the court house vending machines.  "What's the story on the pregnancy?  And why haven't you said a word about it?"


Perry shrugged.  "I was going to."


"But?"


"But I knew you'd be mad and--"


"Christ, Perry, I'm not mad, I'm just frustrated that your family is the last to know where you are or what's going on in your life.  I mean, hell, we love you.  For all we know, when we don't hear from you for months and we try to call your last phone number and find it disconnected, you could be dead.  Why don't you get a damned cell phone, anyway?  I'll pay for one if you can't afford it."


Perry swallowed, her eyes tearing up.  "You are mad."


"Maybe I am," Grace said more calmly.  Of course, she was mad.  In fact, she'd like to shake Perry sometimes.  What did the silly girl think?  Did she not realize that Grace and her mother worried about her?  Maybe their two brothers worried about her, too, although you couldn't prove it by Grace.


What was it Sal had said the last time Grace talked to him?  Quit obsessing about her, Grace.  She's made her choices and she's living the way she wants to live.  Besides, she's twenty-six, a big girl now.  Time to stop mothering her.


Well, obviously somebody needed to mother her in terms of trying to steer her in the right direction, Grace thought wearily.  Their own mother never said a negative word to Perry or tried to put her on a different path.  Although, to be fair, Perry rarely told their mother the truth about anything.


Grace looked at her beautiful sister, at all the unfulfilled promise.  "So who's the father?"


Perry shrugged.  "It doesn't matter who he is.  He's long gone."  She avoided Grace's eyes.


As always, Grace was torn between love and exasperation.  Why did Perry continue to do things like this?  Every single man she'd ever hooked up with--and there had been many--had been a total loser.  They'd either used her as a punching bag, freeloaded off her when she had a job, or left her.  This was the second time Perry had gotten pregnant by a man who took off.  The last time, she had miscarried in her fourth month, but obviously, this time she seemed to be okay.


"When are you due?" Grace asked.


Another shrug.  "In a week or so, I think."


"You think?  Perry, have you seen a doctor?"


"I've gone a couple of times."


Oh, God.  "Have you been taking pre-natal vitamins?  Watching what you eat?  Taking care of yourself?"


The miserable look on Perry's face was enough to tell Grace everything she needed to know.  She stifled a sigh.  "I don't suppose you have any health insurance."


Perry shook her head.  Her gaze finally met Grace's, and Grace could see the fear in her eyes.


"What are you planning to do?" Grace said more gently.


Perry swallowed.  "I-I was hoping I could stay with you until I have the baby and . . . can get on my feet again."


"How'd you even know how to find me?" Grace asked, stalling for time.


"I called Mom."


"Does she know about the pregnancy?"


Perry shook her head again.  When a few long moments of silence went by, she drained her glass of Coke, then said, "I know it's a lot to ask, Grace, but I-I'm broke, and I don't have anywhere else to go."


Grace wanted to say no.  She loved Perry, but how could she have her here, probably for months?  And not just her.  A baby, too.  Where will I put them? she thought wildly, her mind spinning.  Her apartment did have two bedrooms, but the second one was very small and Grace had her exercise equipment in it.


And then there was Doug.  Doug Frasier, her lover.  He spent a lot of time at her place.  They would have no privacy at all if Perry was there.


I can't.  I just can't have her here.


And yet, how could she turn her sister away?  Their brothers certainly wouldn't take her in, even if Perry would consider going to them, and Grace knew she wouldn't.  And their mother couldn't.  She lived in a retirement community in Florida, in an apartment she shared with her sister.  Even if they'd had the room, the community didn't allow children except for limited visits.  Grace would have to do it.  "All right," she finally said, "you can stay here."


Perry leaned forward and threw her arms around Grace.  "Oh, thank you, Grace.  Thank you.  I-I promise it won't be for long."


Grace closed her eyes.  She could feel the tremors in Perry's body.  She was scared.  Love constricted Grace's throat.  "Don't worry, honey.  Everything will be okay."  But even as she said the words, she knew they weren't true.


In fact, Perry's life was a mess, and from past experience, Grace was afraid it would stay a mess.


She hoped she was wrong.


She hoped that somehow, this time, Perry would be able to cope.  That she'd have her baby, find a job and child care, and get her act together.


Because if she didn't . . .


But Grace couldn't go there.  Right now, all she had the strength to do was hold her sister and keep telling her everything would work out just fine.

*****
Okay, that's the end of the scene.  Let's identify the three necessary elements.

Goal - that's easy, don't you think?  Grace just wants to get home and out of the freezing rain.

Conflict - again, easy.  A not altogether pleasant surprise awaits her at home.  And it only gets worse.  Not only is her errant younger sister there, but she's pregnant.  And worse again.  Perry has no money, no father in sight, no health insurance, and nowhere else to go.  

Disaster - she wants to stay with Grace - how can Grace refuse her?

The next part of the story is a sequel from Perry's point of view, so I'll save that for the next discussion identifying the elements of a sequel.

All right, here's another scene.  Again from the same book.  Actually, it starts off as a sequel (because it has the elements of a sequel), then segues into the scene.  I did that just to confuse you!   LOL. 
*****


Grace trudged up Fifth Avenue and wished she'd taken a cab.  February was her least favorite month, and this February was proving no exception.  Dirty snow, freezing wind, and treacherous pockets of ice made her progress difficult.  She'd been conferring with a client whose offices were in Citibank and now she was on her way back to her office at Madison and 44th.


Passing by Lord and Taylor, Grace glanced in the window and saw a pair of black leather, fur-lined boots--ones she'd been coveting since winter started.  She almost went inside to give them a closer look, then sighed.  Her bank balance still hadn't recovered from the private duty nurse she'd hired to help Perry.  She'd have to do with her old boots until she built up her reserves.  Grace still remembered her student days and how difficult it had been to finally rid herself of debt.  Now she did not believe in using credit cards for anything that wasn't essential.


Besides, all she really wanted right now was to get back to the office where it was warm and relatively peaceful and stay there.  Although Emily was six weeks old now, and Perry had had help for more than a month after she was born, things still remained chaotic at home.


Perry was a terrible mother.  She seemed not to have learned anything from the nurse and was still totally incapable of caring for Emily in any normal kind of way.  Grace never knew what she'd find when she arrived home at night.  Most evenings, she walked into an apartment that was a mess.  Emily was usually crying, wet, or hungry, and Perry--still wearing her ratty old bathrobe--was asleep on the couch with the television set blaring away.


The medication prescribed for Perry's depression wasn't helping.  Of course, Grace couldn't be sure Perry was even taking it.  For all she knew, her sister was flushing the pills down the toilet.  The truth was, Grace wouldn't be surprised by anything Perry did or didn't do.


Grace was at her wit's end.  The situation had gotten so bad, and she was so frustrated, she'd even called her brother Sal the other night.


He showed her little sympathy.  "I told you the last time you bailed Perry out of a jam that you should have learned your lesson by now," he'd said.  "Personally, I'd give her a deadline, say, two weeks.  Then tell her she'll have to go."


"But Sal, she doesn't have any place to go . . . or any money," Grace had protested.  "Do you really think I should turn her and the baby out in the street?"


"Is that why you called?  Because you want money?"


"No!  This isn't about money.  I just thought . . . oh, hell, never mind.  I should have known better than to expect you to sympathize," she said tiredly.


"Look, Grace . . . "  His voice softened.  "I'm sorry.  I know you think I'm a hard-hearted S.O.B. but I don't know what you want from me.  I can't make Perry be different.  We've all tried to help her over the years, but nothing ever changes.  She never changes. And frankly, I've got problems of my own."


"What's wrong?"  When he didn't immediately answer, she said, "Sal?  Tell me.  What is it?"


"Jen found a lump in her right breast."


Grace swallowed.  "Oh, no.  Has she seen her doctor?"


"Yeah.  They're doing a biopsy tomorrow."


"Why didn't you call me?"


"Jen didn't want me to.  Maybe it's nothing."


Grace nodded.  For a long moment, neither of them spoke.  "When will she know?"


"The doc said they'd have a pretty good idea as soon as they see the tissue, but they'll send it off for analysis to be sure.  A couple of days, I guess."


"Maybe it is nothing."


"Maybe."


Grace knew he was thinking the same thing she was thinking.  Jen had had a malignant lump in her left breast four years ago.  She'd had a lumpectomy and chemo and all her follow-up CT scans showed no trace of cancer.


But now . . . what if it was back?


Thinking about Jen and Sal, Grace knew her problems and even Perry's problems were minor in comparison.  And yet, she also knew she was going to have to make some decisions about Perry soon.  Because she was making no progress at all, and things could not continue the way they were.


By now Grace had reached her building and gratefully entered.  When she walked into her secretary's office a few minutes later, Jamie gave her an odd look.


"What?" Grace said.  She was already heading for the door leading to her own office.


"Grace, wait . . . "


But Grace had opened the door.  Her mouth fell open, for sitting in the middle of her desk was a baby carrier, and inside, sleeping peacefully, was Emily.


Whirling around, she said, "What's going on?"


"I'm sorry, Grace.  I tried to tell you.  Your sister came by earlier and . . . she left the baby."


"Left the baby!  What does she think we're running here?  A babysitting service?"  Her voice trembled, she was so angry.  "Where the hell did she go?"


"S-she left you a note."  Jamie backed away as if she thought Grace might strike her.


Calm down, calm down . . .  this isn't Jamie's fault.  She's just the messenger . . .


Grace forced herself to take a deep breath.  She snatched the note from Jamie and ripped open the envelope.


I'm sorry, Grace.  I can't do this.  Emily will be better off with you.  I've talked to Don again, and he still wants me, so I'm going to meet him in L.A.  I'll call you when we get settled.  Please don't be mad.  You'll be a great mother, I know you will.  Emily already loves you.  I left her birth certificate on your desk.  I thought you might need it.  Thank you for everything.  Love, Perry

Grace couldn't believe what she was reading.  Her thoughts reeled.  Perry was gone?  Back to California?  And she'd left Emily?


You'll be a great mother, I know you will . . .

Omigod.

What am I going to do?

I can't be a mother!  I can't take care of a baby.

She looked at Jamie.  "Does anyone else know the baby's here?" she whispered.  Shock seemed to have stolen her voice.


Jamie shook her head.  "No.  Since she was sleeping I figured I'd just put her in here.  If she'd started crying, I might have had to explain, but she didn't.  She didn't even wake up.  I've been checking on her every five minutes since your sister left."


Grace swallowed, then cleared her throat.  Think.  Think.  "Did Perry even leave a bottle for her?"


"Yes, it's in the diaper bag."  She inclined her head, and Grace saw the bag sitting on the credenza.  "It was really cold," Jamie continued, "so I didn't think it needed to be refrigerated.  Besides, if I'd taken it to the kitchen and put it in the fridge, I'd've had to explain why."


"Thank you, Jamie."  Grace took off her coat and boots, her mind working furiously.  What was she going to do?  What the hell was she going to do?


"What's going on, Grace?"


Wordlessly, Grace handed Jamie the note.


Jamie's eyes rounded as she read.  "Oh, boy," she said, looking up.


Grace bit her lip.  Her gaze was drawn to Emily, who slept on, oblivious to the fact her mother had abandoned her.  Grace's heart twisted as she studied the baby's sweet, innocent face.  How could Perry have just left her like this?  It was true that Grace had never wanted children--at least not after losing Brett--but she knew that if she had had a child, she never would have been able to do what Perry had done.  The thing that puzzled her the most is why Perry had resisted placing Emily for adoption if, in the end, she was just going to walk away from her, anyway?


"What will you do?" Jamie asked softly.


"I don't know.  I can hardly think."  Grace walked over to her desk and lifted the carrier, gently placing it on the carpet.  Emily made a squeaky sound, and her eyelashes--dark and thick like her mother's--fluttered, but she quickly settled back into sleep.


Grace watched her for another long moment, then sighed and reached for her calendar.  She was supposed to meet with Bill Madison, another of the junior partners, about the Finch lawsuit this afternoon, and tomorrow morning she had a deposition.  Plus, she was scheduled to prep Marilyn Thomason for her court appearance next Monday.  Dammit, anyway.  And she had a lunch date set up with Lisa Rawley.  Lisa Rawley was an eighteen-year-old former child actress who was suing her father for mismanagement of her money.


Grace's head hurt.  Think, she told herself again. "Is Wallace in this afternoon?" she finally asked.


Jamie nodded.  "I think so.  I saw him walk down the hall about an hour ago."


"Please keep an eye on Emily.  If she wakes up and starts to fuss, would you mind feeding her?"


"No, of course not."


"Thanks, Jamie.  I'll owe you one.  I'm going to go talk to Wallace."


"All right.  Good luck."


Grace grimaced.  "I'll need it."

*****

Now . . . instead of me identifying those three elements, let me see if you can do it.  Goal, Conflict, Disaster.  FIRST PART OF YOUR HOMEWORK: Tell us what they are.

Identifying the three necessary scene elements if what you should do with all the books you read, until you can easily see those three elements without thinking about them.  Analyzing scenes others have written will help you put those important elements into your own scenes.

And trust me, class, you need them.  Any scene without GCD (goal, conflict, disaster) is going to be flat and boring.  And I know you don't want that.

Okay, here’s another scene to analyze: This one is from my January 2008 Special Edition, THE BILLIONAIRE AND HIS BOSS.  This scene begins Chapter Two.  P.J. is the boss in the title, Alex is the billionaire, but P.J. doesn’t know this, she only knows he is a new hire no one told her about until he arrived.  He is actually the son of the owner of the company.  Anna is P.J.’s best friend at work.  P.J. is secretly worried that Alex was sent to the plant to spy on her.

*********************** 


"I thought there was a hiring freeze."


P.J. made a face.  "Yeah.  That's what I thought, too."  She and Anna were just finishing up lunch.


Anna popped the last bite of her tuna fish sandwich into her mouth, then wiped her mouth with her napkin.  "But Jimmy said you've got a new picker."


P.J. nodded.


"So what's the deal?"


 "You tell me."


"Me?"  Anna laughed.  "You're kidding, right?"


"Well, you usually hear all the gossip, so I thought if anyone would know what's going on, you would," P.J. pointed out.  That was the other thing about Alex Noble—maybe even the most important thing—the fact he'd been foisted on her without any warning.


"I haven't heard a word," Anna said.  "Not a peep."  She reached for a plastic bag filled with cut-up apple.


P.J. polished off her turkey sandwich, accompanied by a handful of potato chips—she was a junk food addict, much to her mother's chagrin.  "Not even from Ben?"  Ben Garza was the HR Director and he'd had a thing for Anna for a while.


Anna made a face.  "I've been avoiding Ben."


P.J. refrained from saying something trite like you could do worse.  She knew how sick she was of people trying to pair her off with guys who didn't interest her in the slightest.  Still, she almost felt sorry for Ben.  He wasn't the best-looking guy in the world, but he had a good job and he seemed really decent.  But Anna simply wasn't interested.  She'd gone out with him twice and told P.J. that the thought of going to bed with him actually turned her stomach.


"So what's he like?"


"The new guy?"


Anna laughed.  "Yes, P.J., the new guy."


P.J. frowned and finished chewing and swallowing before answering.  "I don't know.  He doesn't seem to belong here."


"What do you mean?"


"He's too good-looking.  Too . . . sophisticated or something."


Anna chewed thoughtfully on a piece of apple.  "Tina said he's a hunk."


"Tina?  When did she see him?"


"She snuck down to your area earlier this morning.  Said she wanted to check him out."  Anna grinned.  "We don't get that many eligible guys here.  Handsome eligible guys. Every woman in the place is going to be checking him out.  Maybe they already have."  Anna's grin turned sly.  "So if you want him, P.J., you'd better stake your claim early."


"Want him?  I have absolutely no interest in Alex Noble.  Believe me, he's not my type."


"What's wrong with him?"


"I told you.  He's too good-looking."  The truth was, Alex looked like he belonged in her sisters' crowd.  The country club, golf and tennis crowd.  The Armani crowd.  The kind of men P.J. had wanted to get away from.


"Tina says he looks like Colin Firth."


"Who the hell is Colin Firth?"  Irritation made P.J.'s voice increase in volume.


Anna looked at her as if she'd suddenly grown two heads.  "You mean there's a female alive on this earth who doesn't know Colin Firth?"  Her voice was laced with astonishment.


"What is he?  A movie star?  You know I don't pay attention to those people."  In P.J.'s opinion, movie stars were only a cut above rock stars, and P.J. considered them the armpit of the universe, with no redeeming social value whatsoever.


Anna sighed.  "Honey, Colin Firth is way more than a movie star.  He's the most gorgeous guy to come along in years.  He's English and has one of those upper crust British accents that is soooo sexy.  He also has dreamy dark eyes, he's tall, and he lives in a villa in Tuscany."  She sighed again.  "Unfortunately, he's married."


P.J. rolled her eyes.  Honestly, even sensible Anna could be an airhead at times.  "Alex Noble isn't that good-looking."


"No?  Well, with your ideas about men, I don't think I can trust your judgment, P.J.  I think I'll have to have a look myself."


P.J. abruptly stood and began clearing up her trash.  "Oh, for God's sake.  Come and drool all over him.  I certainly don't care.  Just make sure you don't distract him from his work."


"Somebody certainly is testy all of a sudden," Anna said, giving P.J. a knowing look.


P.J. knew she'd overreacted, and for the life of her, she didn't know why.  All she knew was, she was heartily sick of the subject of Alex Noble.

*********************

HOMEWORK, PART #2: After you’ve analyzed the above scene, tell the group what the three scene elements are.  Warning: they are more subtle than some scenes, but they are there.

HOMEWORK TO DO ON YOUR OWN [If you’re repeating the class, this is the homework you should do]: Look at the scenes (either written or planned) in your book closely.  Do they all have the three necessary scene elements?  If you find one (or more) that doesn’t, fix it.  Then tell the group what you did. 

COMING NEXT: Lesson #8 - Identifying the Three Elements of Sequel
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