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FORMULA 
 

Short Story: A Distillation of Modern Fiction  
to Its Most Palatable Form 

 
Scene 1 

  A loving couple is introduced. 

A and B live in a house on a street in a town.  

In the house is a clock.  

Around the house are a fence and a yard.  

In the yard are grass, flowers and a tree.  

A and B are in love.  

They hold hands.  

They cook dinner together.  

They gently massage each other’s shoulders.  

A and B have a satisfying sex life.  

They have orgasms. 

They experiment with different positions.  

A and B are attractive, fit and young.   

They go to the gym.   

They eat low-fat foods.   

They do not have eating disorders or feel ashamed of their naked bodies.   

A and B are not dependent on psychotropic medications.   

They never suddenly break down and weep uncontrollably for no apparent reason. 

 A and B have satisfying, fulfilling careers.   

They work in offices.   
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They make money.  

They have personalized mousepads.  

A and B believe in a Judeo-Christian God.  

They know a Judeo-Christian God loves them.  

They go to church on holidays.  

They pray during times of crisis.  

A and B have active and gratifying social lives.  

They enjoy activities, excursions and outings with friends.  

They have loving, supportive families.  

They see their loving supportive families on holidays and special occasions.  

A and B own a Pet.  

They love Pet.  

They feed and stroke Pet.  

Pet sleeps in their bed.  

A and B have quirks.  

They have opinions, desires and habits.  

They have fears, weaknesses and personal hypocrisies.  

They choose not to think about their fears, weaknesses and personal hypocrisies.  

A and B have mutual interests.  

A and B have shared goals.  

A and B follow their dreams.  

A and B are very happy.1  

                                                
1 At this point, you are beginning to get a sense of the richness and depth of Character A and Character B 
via a series of literary flourishes and techniques over which the author labored intensely.  These flourishes 
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Scene 2 

A successful outing; a stranger appears. 

Today the sky is blue.  

There are clouds.  

A meets C for an outing.2  

A and C are friends.  

They talk.  

They listen.  

They joke and laugh. 

Today’s outing is a great success. 

They schedule a follow-up outing.   

A and C walk outside. 

There is a light breeze. 

There are cars, people, etc. 

A and C encounter X.  

X and C are friends. 

Introductions are made.  

A and C and X have dialogue.3  

                                                                                                                                            
and techniques are imperceptible in their design to all but the most deft and careful reader—a reader like 
you.  Brava!  The characters are literally jumping off the page.  They seem so real.  You feel for them.  You 
care about what happens to them.  You want them to succeed, to be happy.  You want their desires to come 
to fruition.  But you are beginning to feel anxious, as if some “seed of doubt” re: a looming conflict in their 
relationship has been planted.  Feel that vague and gnawing anxiety? Yes?  Kudos!  That is your emotional 
investment in the characters.  Enjoy it.  Let “Short Story” affect you.  Oh, how it will affect you. 
2 Character C is a tertiary character.  You will not likely become attached to Character C.  In fact—as an 
astute reader, you are probably aware that Character C is just a device.  The author (who is knowledgeable 
and cunning in the Craft of Fiction) is manipulating the narrative via Character C.  And you too are being 
manipulated via Character C.  But don’t feel bad.  You are still a great reader/person.  And this will all be 
worth it in the end. 
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The dialogue is interesting.  

X is interesting.  

A smiles, waves goodbye and drives home.  

 At home, B is cooking food.  

The food smells good.  

A is happy to be home.  

A kisses B on the cheek.  

They eat dinner together.  

There are candles on the table.  

They discuss the day’s events.  

The clock ticks. 

After dinner, they watch television: a comedy.  

A and B laugh.  

Then they go to bed.  

They have sex.   

They orgasm.  

They fall asleep.  

Scene 3 

A shopping trip; an unexpected encounter; 
a successful outing; a strange feeling of unease. 

 
The next day, the sky is blue. 

There are clouds. 

                                                                                                                                            
3 The dialogue between Character A, Character C and Character X is effective.  It is real, funny, and 
entertaining.  It helps develop all three characters and moves the story forward.  It is a pleasure to read.  
You enjoy it very much.  But suddenly you begin to wonder about Character X?  “What’s up with 
Character X?” you ask.  Wait and see.  All will be revealed in a resplendently effective manner.  
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A goes to a store.  

A selects many items.  

A is happy with the items.  

But …  

A wonders if B will think the items are extravagant.  

A wonders if B will start an argument.4 

A puts several items back on the shelf.  

A walks to the register.  

X is standing in line.  

A and X have dialogue.  

The dialogue is very interesting.  

X is very interesting.  

A suggests an outing.  

It is arranged.  

A and X wave goodbye.5  

 Three days later, the sky is blue.  

There are clouds.  

A and X go on an outing.  

The outing is a great success with more interesting dialogue.  

A and X learn about each other and themselves.  

                                                
4 Feel that?  Yes.  Of course you do.  That is the aforementioned “seed of doubt.”  You are beginning to 
worry.  You are concerned that the perfect contentedness of Character A and Character B’s lives could be 
somehow shattered forever.  
5 This reintroduction of Character X (which a shrewd and careful reader like yourself totally saw coming a 
mile away) is sending up “red flags.”  For some reason, you dislike Character X.  You are thinking: “There 
is something ‘funny’ re: Character X that may relate back to the aforementioned ‘seed of doubt.’”  True?  
Yes?  Felicitations!  You get it.  You really get it.   
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They laugh and smile.  

A drives home.  

A walks across the lawn, past the flowers and the tree.  

At home, B is cooking food.  

A kisses B on the cheek.  

A goes upstairs.  

But suddenly… 

A feels unsettled6.  

Something is wrong.  

 A is confused.  

A considers telling B about the unsettled feeling.  

A and B eat dinner together.  

The clock ticks.  

There are candles on the table.  

They discuss the day’s events, but A does not reveal the feeling of unease.  

A does not reveal the outing with X.  

After dinner, A and B watch television: a comedy.  

B laughs.  

A does not.  

They go to bed.  

B wants to have sex.  

B rubs A’s erogenous zones.  

                                                
6 Well, there it is: the “seed of doubt” has “grown” and “flowered.”  None of this is good for Character A or 
Character B, both of whom you care deeply about.  This conflict is threatening their unabated happiness, 
prosperity, etc.   
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A feigns a headache.   

They do not have sex.   

They do not orgasm.   

B falls asleep. 

A stares at the ceiling. 

 
Scene 4 

A continued feeling of unease; a furtive outing. 

The next morning, the sky is gray.  

There are clouds.  

A still feels a vague sense of unease. 7  

A walks downstairs.  

B is reading the newspaper.  

B attempts to have dialogue.  

A is not interested in the dialogue.  

A stares out the window and frowns.  

B can tell something is wrong with A.  

B studies A. 

A feels resentful, spied upon, annoyed and scrutinized.  

A decides to go for a walk.  

B strokes Pet and watches A walk down the street. 

A is unsure of what to do.  

                                                
7 As a clever reader and connoisseur of top notch, well-crafted literary fiction, you saw this continued 
feeling of unease coming a mile away.  Very good!  “Short Story” is exploding off the page.  Also, you are 
beginning to notice subtle textual inner connections?  Yes?  Grand!  Things are really heating up.  Hang on 
and enjoy the ride.  
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A walks for miles.  

The sun is shining.  

There is a breeze.  

Birds chirp.  

Pets bark and mew.  

A is feeling better.  

But then … 

A’s cell phone rings.  

A answers; it is X.  

X suggests an outing.  

A declines.  

A feels strangely disappointed, confused and lost.  

X suggests an outing again.  

X won’t take no for an answer.  

X convinces A.  

A and X meet at a restaurant.  

They eat food.  

They drink alcohol.  

They have dialogue.  

The dialogue is interesting.  

The outing is a great success.  

 
Scene 5 

A desperate search through darkened streets; 
an untoward suggestion and subsequent crisis. 
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Back at home, B is concerned about A.  

A has been gone for hours.  

A has not called.  

A has not answered B’s calls.  

B begins to wonder if A is injured or abducted or dead in the ditch8.  

B feels anxious, upset and angry.  

B leaves the house.  

B searches for A.  

B is very concerned about the injured, abducted or dead in the ditch possibilities.  

B wanders up and down the neighborhood.  

Back at the restaurant, X suggests the pursuit of other activities.  

A agrees.  

A and X pursue other activities.  

The other activities are enjoyable.  

They have dialogue.  

The dialogue is interesting.  

But suddenly … 

X makes an unseemly, dark, dysfunctional suggestion.  

A is shocked. 9  

                                                
8 With this bold and masterful stroke, the author caused you to feel not only concern for A but also anxiety 
and disquietude for B.  This literary “raising of the stakes” was accomplished via the implementation of the 
conflict-crisis-resolution model of fiction expressed in the following equation: F= (Co+1) (Cr+2), wherein 
F=fiction, Co=conflict, Cr=crisis and R=resolution.                      √(R+∞)   
Yes, “Short Story” is now imbued with twice the tension, twice the conflict, twice the drama.  Feel free to 
marvel at the wonders of modern fiction!   
9 This suggestion is a shock to you as well.  It is an unexpected twist.  You totally didn’t see it coming.  
You were thinking one thing and then—ZANG!—a total surprise.  The author worked long and hard on 
that.  It was not an easy task—in fact, it required significant rewriting and conferences with colleagues and 
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X repeats the unseemly suggestion.  

A rebuffs X.  

X becomes enraged.  

X throws things around the room.  

A cowers in fear.  

X storms out.  

A weeps and bawls.  

A is a wreck.  

A wanders outside into the empty street.  

Rain pours from the sky; lightning flashes; thunder claps.10  

A runs blindly into the storm.  

A trips and falls into the gutter.  

A looks up at the dark sky and passes out.11  

                                                                                                                                            
editors.  But the author pulled it off; it was handled so very well.  Were you set up?  Manipulated?  Yes: on 
both counts.  But don’t be ashamed.  “Short Story” is full of surprises and you are still a shrewd and quick-
witted reader.  Don’t stop now.  The big payoff is only pages away.   
10 All of this seems vaguely reminiscent of something you once saw in a movie.  However, it is made fresh 
and new via the author’s use of significant detail, symbolism, tone, etc. 
11 Wow!  This is really getting to you.  You are taking all of this very personally: feeling the characters’ 
pain and angst and whatnot.  But remember: “Short Story” is only fiction.  It’s not real life.   
 
This may be a good time to pause for a short intermission.   
 
Take a moment and wipe your tears.  Maybe have a drink.  Take stock of your life.  Perhaps think briefly 
about this story and the many challenges it presented to the author.  Challenges that may have resulted in 
sudden and terrible anxiety attacks re: writing a piece of “meta-fiction;” anxiety attacks re: the likelihood of 
publishing said piece of fiction; anxiety attacks re: said piece of fiction being more “clever” than “well 
written”—anxiety attacks that were only exacerbated when the author—breathing into a paper bag—
suddenly recalled the sage words of Thomas Mann: “There are many forms of stupidity and cleverness is 
the worst.”  Yes, all of this weighed heavily on the author, who again and again pushed the chair away from 
his desk, stalked to the window and gazed down at rainy city streets—at sopping men in yellow slickers 
hopping over puddles and huddling in doorways—questioning again the value and weight, the syntax and 
merit, of the very words you are now reading,; questioning again (yet again) the wisdom of turning down 
that Junior Claims Adjuster position at TransNational Mutual Life in Duluth with its five-figure salary, 
benefits package, company car, and modest expense account. 
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Scene 6 
A tearful return home; an argument;  

A tremulous resolution. 

 A regains consciousness and returns home.  

 A feels terrible.  

 At home, B is very angry.  

 A and B have angry dialogue.  

 Feeling are hurt.  

Accusations are made.12  

 A and B sit in silence.  

They stare at their feet.  

 A and B begin to cry.  

 They hold hands.  

 They have calmer dialogue.  

 Apologies are made.  

 Deep and secret thoughts are revealed.  

 A and B resolve the issue.  

 They learn important life lessons.  

They have deep and profound revelations that reverberate for all of humanity.  

 A and B are changed.  

They have become better people.  

                                                                                                                                            
So, where were we?  Ah, yes:  things aren’t so bad, are they?  No?  Good.  Feeling better?  Yes?  You may 
proceed. 
12 Zounds!  What a roller coaster ride.  Your heart is beating faster.  Your breathing is heavy.   Brace 
yourself for the earth-shattering dénouement. 
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 Their understanding of each other and the world has expanded.13  

 They hold hands.  

A and B smile little half-smiles.  

They eat dinner together.  

There are candles on the table.  

They don’t discuss anything.  

They sit silently, contemplating the ever-changing nature of life.  

The clock ticks.  

After dinner, they watch television: a comedy.  

A and B laugh briefly.  

They go to bed.  

They have sex.  

They orgasm.  

They stare at the ceiling, thinking about the lessons they have learned.  

They wonder if anything will ever be the same.14  

They fall asleep.  

The end.15  

 

                                                
13 And your world view is expanding too.  Feel that?  That is your world view expanding.  You are 
changed.  You are better person.  “Short Story” is hitting you hard.  You are not the same person you were 
a few pages ago.  What a potent story.  What a potently effective story.    
14 As a shrewd reader and fan of high end literature, you know—and take great satisfaction in the 
understanding—that nothing will ever be the same.   
15 The end?  No.  You know this is just the beginning: the beginning of your lasting sense of total 
transformation and empowerment.  What a success.  What a tour de force.   Everyone wins with “Short 
Story.”  Revel in its grandeur.  Bask in the feeling of literary satisfaction.   


