 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #5 - Scenes Equal Action
The method of writing using scene and sequel seems to be the most difficult concept for the majority of writers to grasp.  I know that I had to study it again and again before it became something I could automatically do.  Why this is so, I don’t know.  But because it is and because it’s one of the most important techniques I teach, at this point I feel we should review what we learned in the first novel writing class.  Today we’ll deal with scene.

Dwight Swain, in TECHNIQUES OF THE SELLING WRITER, defines scene as a unit of conflict lived through by character and reader. He tells us the big moments in our stories should all be in scene form. If something important happens to your characters or if you want some incident or part of the story to loom large in your readers' minds, they must be in the form of scenes.

The function of a scene is to provide interest and move your story forward. The reader is experiencing the conflict live, living through it with your character. He's not seeing it in flashback, he's not reading a summary of what happened [this is SO important!], he's going through the action and conflict right with your character. It's immediate. So, too, is the gratification your reader feels.

When you present action and conflict in the now, your reader is happy with you. Nothing is more frustrating to a reader than to read about something interesting that has taken place off stage. I'll never forget a contest entry I judged last year.  Every single thing of importance took place off-stage and we learned about it afterward, with the heroine thinking about it.  That's the kind of thing that makes a reader (or an editor) want to throw the book or manuscript against the wall. It’s the kiss of death.

Scene structure is simple, according to Swain:

a. goal

b. conflict

c. disaster

In every scene you write, Swain tells us, the point-of-view (POV)

character should have a goal. That goal should be one of three

things. He should want possession of something, relief from

something, or revenge for something.

Let's say your character wants to gain possession of a letter that has been hidden from him. If he goes to the home of the person who hid the letter, asks for it, and gets it without any problem, there's no conflict. His goal has to have some kind of barrier to his achieving it easily. That adds the second element necessary to the scene--conflict.

Somehow our hero has to outwit the person withholding the letter from him. Perhaps he steals into the other person's house when that person is away, then hunts for the letter. Perhaps the person comes home unexpectedly and our hero has to hide. The more obstacles (struggle) he has to overcome in the pursuit of his goal, the more interesting the scene will be to the reader.

Once our hero attains his goal (possession of the letter), some new disaster must befall him to hook the reader and keep him reading on. This "disaster" doesn't have to be a physical thing. It is any device that will catch and hold the reader. It comes as a result of new information. It can be a story question that has now arisen as a result of our hero gaining possession of the letter. Perhaps he reads the letter and discovers that someone he trusts has betrayed him. What will he do now? That question -- what will he do now? -- is the disaster or hook. The reader will keep reading to find out the answer.

Let's talk about scene construction for a while.  A scene is made up of action, reaction, action, reaction.  Can a scene have only one character?  Yes.  Let's say we have a character climbing a mountain, encountering obstacles, acting and reacting.  That's definitely a scene.  Goal--to reach the top of the mountain.  Conflict--the obstacles keeping him from getting there.  Disaster--falling down and breaking his leg so he can't climb anymore.  Or, reverse disaster--reaching the top and being jubilant, e.g., shouting, "Nothing and no-one can touch me now!"  The reader smiles.  That's what he thinks!

But most scenes seem to have more than one character.  Usually because that's the way to include dialogue and move the story forward faster.

When you're planning your scenes, decide which character in the scene has the most at stake.  Usually, that character will be your point of view character.  But not always.  Alicia Rasley, in her point of view workshop, said that sometimes using the character with the most interesting perspective will give you a more exciting and/or dramatic scene.  When I give POV workshops, I always use this illustration from my second Berkley release, THE OTHER WOMAN.  I was writing the last section of the book and struggling with a scene.  No matter what I did, the scene seemed boring to me.  It was a scene between Adam (my hero) and his sister.  He was at a low ebb at this point and telling his sister all about his problem.  I finally realized that the sister should be the POV character and not Adam.  We already knew how Adam felt about things – we'd been in his head ad nauseam.  But we had no idea how his sister felt about his situation; she and Adam had not had the most congenial relationship.  They were only then beginning to become friends again.  When I switched to her head, the scene came together as if by magic.  In fact, it's one of my favorite scenes in the entire book and I had fun writing it. 

Once you've decided on your POV character, you can begin the actual writing of the scene.  Remember to use action verbs, keep the internal thought to a minimum – with one caveat – you still must let your reader know how your POV character feels, so some internal thought is necessary, and use lots of dialogue.  In most cases dialogue is a nifty way to show how people feel without telling the reader, but sometimes you simply must tell him.  Don't be afraid of that.  Remember what I said about "tell" not being a four-letter word.

Here's the way the scene should go:  action, reaction causes new action, reaction causes new action, reaction.  Cause and effect.  Cause and effect.  Also remember that flashbacks have no place in a scene.  Save those for your sequels.

Jack M. Bickham, in his book SCENE & STRUCTURE, lists some of the common errors found in scenes:

C 
Too many people in the scene

C 
Circularity of argument - the characters keep going round and round with no new arguments or information presented

C 
Unwanted interruptions

C 
Getting off the track

C 
Inadvertent summary

C 
Loss of viewpoint

C 
Forgotten scene goal

C 
Unmotivated opposition

C 
Illogical disagreement

C 
Unfair odds

C 
Overblown internalizations (but this doesn't mean you shouldn't have any)

C 
Not enough at stake

C 
Inadvertent red herrings

C 
Phony, contrived disasters

These are the three DOs of writing scenes:

1) 
Orient your reader as quickly as possible, establishing time, place, circumstance & viewpoint at the very start of the scene.

2)
Demonstrate quickly that some character has a scene goal.

3)
Build to a curtain line (that hook!).

And these are the three DON’Ts:

1)
Don't use 20 words when five will do.

2)
Don't go into flashback (save those for sequels)

3) 
Don't accidentally summarize.  Keep the action going.  Keep the scene alive and in the now.

One really important thing to remember.  If your story tends to drag or grow boring, strengthen and enlarge your scenes and build up the conflict.  Lack of conflict is the most glaring error I find in reading the work of unpublished authors.  I can't stress often enough how important it is to have lots of conflict.  Conflict is what gives your story interest and drama and suspense.  Without it, your story is boring, a dry recitation of events or long monologues of internal thought.  Print a huge sign that says CONFLICT in big, bold letters and paste it right by your computer so you won't forget about it.  Sometimes it’s hard for relatively new writers to be objective.  Shoot, sometimes it’s hard for any writer to be objective.  And sometimes, even our critique groups or initial readers – because they like us and don’t want to hurt our feelings – won’t tell us the truth when the truth is that what you’ve written is boring.  So you’ve got to take the initiative and say, “Please be truthful.  If my work is boring, I need to know.  And I’d much rather hear it from you than get rejected by an editor, who probably won’t tell me why, either.”  I know how hard it is to hear this about your work, and sometimes, even when we do hear it, we refuse to believe it.  However, somehow, some way, you have got to grow a hard shell if you want to publish and keep publishing.  I can’t say it enough times.  Publishing is a tough business, one of the toughest, in fact.  Only the strongest and toughest need apply.  If you get your feelings hurt easily and cannot take criticism, even when it’s gently applied, then perhaps it’s best you find another profession.

It's important to understand that the above "rules" should be followed most of the time.  However, any rule can be broken, as long as you know you're doing it and you have a good reason.  For instance, I don't always use the scene/sequel/scene/sequel progression.  Sometimes I do scene/scene or sequel/sequel.  Sometimes I do scene/sequel/sequel (where both the characters in the scene have their own sequel).  The reason is, I find sequels to be the best place to get into another character's head without having to head-hop in the scene itself.

COMING NEXT: Lesson #6 - Sequels Equal Aftermath

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Pick a scene from your work in progress and see how you can strengthen it by either (1) giving the POV character a clearly defined scene goal (2) adding conflict or (3) giving the end of the scene a better hook (disaster).  Tell the group what you've done to improve your scene.  Let's see if they agree that the scene has all the necessary elements.
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NOTE: If you can only afford to buy one book about craft, the Bickham book would be my recommendation.  Although Swain is considered the master and Bickham was one of his students, the way Bickham explains things and the examples he gives are (I think) easier to understand than Swain’s.  Swain’s book is invaluable for lots of other reasons, though, so I’d put it on my “wish list” and when you can afford another book for your writing reference library, invest in his.
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