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: WALTER, JR.
What 's—--that?

_.._LER
Sizzle-lean. We'rs watching cur
cholesterocl.

WALTER, JR.
Not-—me! I want--ba 1!

SKYLER
Bat it. ‘

Walter, Jr. picks at his breakfast, annoyed.

WALTER, JR.
What’s this--even—-made of?]

He locks to his dad for backup. Walt shrugs, ambivalent.

WALT
Eat it.

BXT. HIGH SCHOOL - MORNING

J.P. Wynne High School. Home of the Fightin’ Skyhawks. Two
thousand-plus students, many of them in overflow trailers.

Into the faculty lot motors a 1991 Nissan wagon. It was a
plece of shit when it rol. | off the assembly line, and has
not improved with age. It parks in a handicapped space.

A handi: )ped placard hangs from the rear-view.

Walt climbs out from behind the wheel, checks his watch.
] B late. Walter, Jr. struggles to get out of the passenger
side. He fumbles with his crutches and his backpack.

: WALT
All set?
(0ff his son’s ned)
Alright, gee you at home.

Walt grabs h: briefcase and hurries toward the building,
lsaving his son to work it out for himself -- which 1s,
again, exactly how Walter, Jr. wants it.

INT. HIGH SCHOOL - CLASSROOM ~ DAY

Hours later. This is a chemis clasarocom —- black-topped

lab tables with gas spigots. Walt is lecturing to seniors.
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ACT

EXT. WHITE BOUSE - NIGHT

Ho president ever slept here. Wo millionaire ever visited,
This is a three-bedroom RANCHER in a modest neighborhood.
Weekend trips to Home Depot keep it looking tidy, but it’1l
never make the cover of “Architectural Digest.”

We’'re in Ontario, California -- the In. 1d Empire. LEGEND:
“QNE MONTH EARLIER.”

INT. WHITE HOUSE - MASTER BEDROOM - NIGHT

Dark and silent. SKYLER WHITE, late 308, sleeps peacefully.
Begide her, her husband Walter is wide awake.

Walt reaches over and presses a button on hig Sharper Image
alarm clock. It projects the time in glowing blue mmbers on
the cottage cheese ceiling: 35:02 AM.

Walt lies motionless. Brain churning. He preasses the button
again, staring straight up. 5:02 turns to 5:03.

Close enough. Walt rises without waking his wife. He exits.

INT. WHI1 HOUSE -~ SPARE BEDROCM -~ NIGHT

We hear an o.s. SQUBAK-SQUEAR as we drift through this room.
We pass an empty crib, Pampers, a baby monitor still in its
box. There's .going to be a new addition to the family.

We coms upon the source of the SQUEAKING. It’s Walt balanced
on a Lillian Vernon stair-stepper, just three easy payments
of $29.95. Walt pleds up and down in the darkness like | s
marching to Bataan.

INT. WEITE BOUSE - BATHROOM - NIGHT

wWalt sits down on the edge of the tub. We're watching his
face in the bathroom mirror. He masturbates. Judging by h:
expression, | might as well be waiting in line at the DMV.

Walt double-takes, catching sight of himi .£f. Distracted, he
examines the sallow bagginess under his eyes. He draws at
the loosge skin under his chin.

Staring at himself long and hard, Walt loses his erection.
He gives up trying, pulls up his sweat pants.
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EXT. COW PASTURE - CONTINUQUS

The Winnebago comes roaring over a berm and down into a deep
gully. Too deep. BAM! The front bumper bottoms out,
burying itself. WAAAAAAR! The rear wheels spin air.

The engine cuts off. Silence again. The Winnie’s door kicks
open and out stumbles underpants man. He yanks off his gas
mask, lets it drop.

He’'s forty years old. Receding hairline. A bit pasty.

He's not a guy who makes a living working with his hands.
He’s not a guy we’d pay attention to if we passed him on the
street. But right now, at this moment, in this pasture?
Right now, we‘d step the fuck out of his way.

Underpants man looks at the RV. BEnd of the line for that.
Ba listens hard. Out of the silence, we hear... SIRERS.

They‘'re faint, a few miles off —- but growing louder. Our
guy knows he’s boned with a capital B. He HOLDS HIS BREATH
and leaps back inpide the RV. )

INT. 1._ SEBAGO - CONTINUOUS

A chrome 9mm ~ clutched in the hand of one of the dead
Mexicans. Unoerpants grabs it, tucks it in his waistband.

His unconecious passeny -, still strapped in his 1 t, lets
out a groan. Underpants leans past ] ° , yanks open the glove
box. He comes up With a WALLET and a .iny Sony CAMCORDER.

EXT. COW PASTURE - C( INDOUS

Duc ' g ou ds, he starts breathing again. A short sleeve
DREoo> SHIRT on a hanger dangles from the Winnebago’s awning.
Underpants pulls it on. He finds a clip-on tie in the

pocket, snaps it to his collar. HNo trousers, unfortunately.

He licks his " gers, slicks his hair down with hie hands.
He's looking awuwost pulled together now -- at least from the
waist-up. All the while, the sirens are getting LOUDER.

Underpants figures out how to turn on the camcorder. BHe
twiste the little screen around so he can see himself in it.
Framing himself waist-up, he takes a moment to gather his
thoughts..., then presses RECCRD.
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they can impress by opening with a weighty theme, when they’re actually
avoiding the challenge of impelling an arc. The best teasers tend to be
the best drama.

Before we get into content, remember that a TV drama script looks just
like a theatrical screenplay. Most screenwriting software will give you
format options, so choose “standard,” “screenplay,” or whatever term
your system uses for writing movies. Final Draft and Celtx are commonly
used throughout the industry.

ABOUT THIS EXCERPT FROM BREAKING BAD

The pilot of Breaking Bad is often cited as the “perfect” model. Vince
Gilligan, who wrote the script, involves his audience in the complex reality
of Walter White from the first instant and never lets up as this character
develops from “Mr. Chips to Scarface,” from a meek chemistry teacher to
a violent drug lord. Gilligan said, “Television is historically good at keeping
its characters in a self-imposed stasis so that shows can go on for years
or even decades, When I realized this, the logical next step was to think,
how can [ do a show in which the fundamental drive is toward change?”

If you haven’t watched all five years of this series yet, you should treat your-
self. For a writer, the ability to entice viewers into rooting for a protagonist
as he morphs into an antagonist requires both skill and the kind of artistry
that encourages creative risks. Along with a few other classics (especially
The Wire), Breaking Bad is part of this century’s great American literature.

We're going to look at a small portion of the pilot. The pages that foliow
are from a writet’s draft dated May 2005. The show first aired on AMC
in 2008 — a three-year gap. Some of that delay was caused by the writer’s
strike. But I mention the dates so you will take heart if you have an impor-
tant script on the shelf. It can still happen when the time is right if it’s
good enough,

Read the Teaser and the first page of Act One. Simultaneously, run the
show on a DVD or download. We will compare the written script to the
produced version, and then we’ll switch to analyzing the rest of Act O
from the screen.
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to hire only women directors, DuVernay said, “I wanted people with my
sensibility, who care about things I care about. People who make films that
I love and I knew would embrace the luxurious pace and the attention to
detail and the love of nuanced characters.”

I asked a friend who is on a prestige series (that she asked me not to iden-
tify) how her writers’ room breaks stories. Her show has no commercials so
the episodes have no visible acts. Keep in mind that movies have often been
discussed as having three acts (beginning, middle, end), in which Act Two is
twice as long as Acts One and Three, so in old fashioned terms, Act One of
a movie is 30 minutes, Act Two is 60 minutes and Act Three is 30 minutes.
Translating to hour drama, Act One would be 15 minutes, Act Two would
be 30 minutes, and Act Three would be 15 minutes. But as soon as you add
a midpoint in the center of the second act (a usual dramatic turning point)
you get a regular four-act structure. With that context, here is her answer
to how her writers’ room navigates without act breaks:

“The show reverts to a three-act structure. We break the beats by character
and then do a weave. We put everything up on whiteboards where each
character has a beginning, middle, and end, which is why I say it has kind
of a three-act structure. Although in truth, we don’t break anything by acts
at all. We break it by character. Typically the big reversals are in the A story
so we break that first, and don’t worry how the other characters’ stories
fit into it if they’re not inherently a part of it. The reversals are built into
what journey the main character takes in each episode. The reversals tend
to come where you’d expect  page 40 to 45 out of a 55-page script.”

For off-network shows, I've made an alternate chart you’ll find on page 86.
This approach responds to the different goals of these platforms. Consider
what a network show needs: viewers who will return after commercials.
The challenge there is to build cliffhangers at act breaks to hold on to
the audience that can easily switch channels, especially at the half hour.
In contrast, Netflix (for example) is concerned only about keeping you
watching the next hour. Streaming outlets don’t expect the audience to
switch channels midway, so they’d avoid an impression of breaking points
during the episode. They do care about the clifthanger at the end of the
hour, though, so the character arcs are constructed to lead to that endpoint.

For the next chart imagine your A, B, C stories are built around the main
cast, each of whom has an arc within the episode that leads seamlessly to
a cliffhanger at the end. The stories can be balanced in many ways. In a
hypothetical prototype for an episode that runs close to a full hour {longer
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clifthangers to the beats right before to fill in the actions that led to the
jeopardy or collision. That reverse technique may help you figure out your
outline. (I'll explain more about outlining in the next chapter.)

5- AND 6-ACT STRUCTUR.>

More than a decade ago, the traditional networks mandared six acts instead
of four for all their shows. You can guess why: more commercial breaks.
I don’t know any writers who liked this change which seemed pushed by
desperation to pump revenues when network advertising rates are declining
and the audience can watch on sites that omit commercials altogether. After
that mandate, the rhythm of shorter acts spread throughout television; you
can sense that speeded pace, especially on action shows, even when the
comnercials are absent.

Like it or not, you need to find out how to reconfigure your structure if
the show you're speculating has four, five, or six acts. I suggest you begin
with the four-act idea. Then take what used to be the teaser and lengthen
it to around ten pages to create a new Act One. Be sure you open directly
into the story with jeopardy or action or a provocative issue because this
is where you need to hook the audience (and the reader).

Each of the succeeding acts will be shorter than in a four-act plan
roughly ten pages each. In a six-act structure, with acts only around eight
pages long, think in terms of Act Six being a tag or the final shoe dropping,
or a twist, You might see an Act Six that runs as short as five minutes. Look
at The Walking Dead as aired on AMC (rather than streaming it} and time
the amount of dramatic material that plays between selling cars. Hint: it’s
not much, maybe only three scenes fit in an act towards the end.

THE MORE THINGS CHANGE ...

... The more they remain the same. After ali the uproar about going to
five, six, even seven acts in an hour series, the pendulum has swung back
to the template in the grid. I asked around and discovered two phenomena:
First — writers ~~2 plo~ning ' ir stories in the traditional four acts and
adjusting to five or six 1n a later drafr In some cases when the series has
no commercial breaks, the writer sirupiy drops out the act break headings
when the finished script goes to the next production phase. (More about
off-nerwork structure later.} Second {and this amazed me) — writers I've
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fewer pages, and when they write more than two pages, their scenes tend
to lose focus or become redundant.

Historically, screen scenes used to be long, more like stage plays. If you
look at great movies from the 1940s, like the ones starring Humphrey
Bogart, you’ll see some scenes that run five or even seven pages. They
reflect a different era where the slow evolvement of a dramatic moment,
gradually experienced, was part of the pace of life. Currently, that’s part
of the pendulum swing I mentioned above to longer, slower styles where
scenes are paced to explore subtle nuances, and may sometimes be several
minutes long.

But we’re focusing here on what’s useful to developing your craft to work
in mainstream outlets. You need to master the skill to write tightly focused
moments. Consider the speed of computers, where you’re growling at the
screen if a function takes two seconds. An electronicssa  populace is
quickly bored. If audience attention drifts, or is way ahead of where you’re
going with the story, you’ve lost your moment. On television, a one-minute
beat is more welcome than a three-minute scene, and if you’re starting page
four of a single encounter, that’s a red flag.

Notice also that m using the words “minute” and “page” interchan; bly.
That’s just shorthand. A minute per page may be an average, but it’s not
always accurate. Pages of dialogue move faster, while action eats up lots of
time. As with all my construction advice, 'm pointing out a general design,
not policing whether you color outside the lines!

A, B, C STORIES

For a great example of a show that uses parallel storytelling, screen Amer-
ican Crime by John Ridley that aired on ABC from 2015 to 2017. In the
pilot of the first season, the three storylines are not subplots, but inde-
pendent tales each involving a distinct cast. Since they occur within the
same area — Modesto, California -—— and they each open windows to the
thematic spine as the series develops, the stories are sometimes interwoven,
sometimes blended, sometimes juxtaposed. Clearly, they are part of the
same show, though each inhabits a separate culture within the “world”
of the show.

We've witnessed this storytelling approach before, notably in The
Wire, Treme, and The Deuce all created by David Simon, where the






HOW ASCRIPTIS
CRAFTED

Constructing your episode may seem daunting at first, but hour dramas —
especially primetime network shows - tend to follow a general template.
Your insights into character, talent with dialogue, inventiveness in storytelling,
and the depth of meaning are all creative qualides beyond any system. But Pve
found that using a basic pattern can actually release your artistry because you
don’t have to worry whether the underlying skeleton will hold up.

Initially, I even advise students to try to separate their right brain and left
brain functions — the creative and the analytical. We know how we are
as artists, ready to run off with the circus, or an emotional explosion.
Those moments when passion takes over are gifts, and if you’re touched
by a cinematically hot encounter berween characters, go ahead and write
it down. The best writing is like trying to catch the  nd anyway. But then
put that piece of writing aside and return to engineering your script in the
cold light of the left brain.

Even if you could somehow begin at page one and steam your way through
to page 50 in a single creative breath (and I don’t think anyone can), televi-
sion series don’t work like that. As you’'ll discover in Chapter Five, you’ll
be collaborating with a staff and will have to submit an outline or beat
sheet (more about those in Chapter Four) prior to writing your teleplay.

THE DRAMATIC BEAT

Before we go further, keep in mind the nature of a screenplay scene, as I'm
sure you've learned in screenwriting classes or books. A dramatic scene
is the essential building block of storytelling on screen and should have
a complete dramatic structure. That means each scene has a motivated
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