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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      When I published my first romance in 2010, anytime tropes were mentioned, it was with a hint of a sneer or crinkle of noses, as if they left a bad taste in the mouth. They were seen as nothing more than cliché, over-used story devices that hacks fell back on and new writers didn’t know to avoid. That has certainly changed over the years.

      I’m not exactly sure what shifted the dynamic so significantly, though I suspect it came about as indie authors studied the market more closely. They discovered that those much-despised tropes had avid fan bases. If a writer wanted to write books that would be more commercially successful, it made sense to deliver what those existing markets of fans were looking for.

      All at once, there were positive discussions in author groups about tropes. You could find books, classes, and courses all about tropes—what they were, how to write them, and how to market them. This was especially true in romance circles.

      It seems like tropes are still eyed with suspicion by other genres, and with complete disdain by more literary minded authors. They’re missing out. In the romance genre, we have fully embraced tropes and all their storytelling magic.

      On the surface, that may seem to make for bland and repetitive stories, especially since romance is often accused of being formulaic. However, good authors understand that a formula and a handful of tropes are merely tools that we use. With creative plots, compelling characters, and our own unique voices, the same tropes that have been used millions of times can be made fresh and intriguing.

      Like many other authors, I studied tropes carefully and learned how to wield them when plotting, drafting, and marketing my stories. “Enemies to Lovers” and “Fake Relationship” are two of my personal favorite plot tropes, and I’m a diehard fan of “He Fell First.” Throw in a “Billionaire” hero and a “Fish-out-of-Water” heroine, and I’m a happy writer.

      Then, at the end of 2017, I was hovering on burnout and scrolling for something to help me avoid work when I stumbled across the world of Asian dramas. In no time, I found myself binging both Korean and Chinese dramas. I fell in love with their amazing characterization, solid story throughlines that were so different from American television, and the swoony power that could be invoked by the characters simply holding hands or sharing an umbrella.

      I don’t know how many dramas I’ve watched now. It’s in the hundreds. That’s kind of crazy when you consider that these dramas range from 8 episodes to over 50. That’s a good chunk of my life right there. But I learned more about tropes—and romance tropes in particular—from watching those dramas than I have from any class I’ve ever taken. My aim with this book is to save you the time and effort by sharing what I’ve learned about the power of scene tropes.

      What is a scene trope, you ask? Well, some people call them micro tropes because they are smaller in scope than other tropes, but I prefer to call them scene tropes because that is where they function. I have been working to list, name, organize, and understand as many of them as I can for a few years now. The sheer number of tropes that I’ve discovered—and continue to discover—made me hesitant to write this book even though I’ve taught several classes on the topic. I know that as soon as I hit publish, I’m going to find more that should be included.

      In the end, however, I realized that by not publishing, I’d be effectively hoarding my treasure trove of tropes instead of sharing it like I wanted. So, before we dive in, I want to encourage you to join me in this hunt for new scene tropes. They’re out there, right under our noses, and one of the best things you can do to improve your writing is to gather them into your chest of writing tools.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT IS A TROPE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Tropes are the language of storytelling. If you have seen it before and it feels familiar, it is a trope. Functionally, they’re short cuts to conveying ideas, emotions, and common experiences because readers already know and understand them. They’re kind of like storytelling emojis. In few words and with little effort, you can create anticipation, expectations, understanding, excitement, and connection.

      The word “tropes” comes from the Greek word “tropos” which means a turn or change of direction. That’s very fitting since a story is all about change, both in the plot line and for the characters. Those turns and the elements that make them happen become tropes when they are repeated so often that they are universally recognized and understood.

      I like to break tropes down into three categories: Plot Tropes, Character Tropes, and Scene Tropes.

      Plot tropes are common story elements and beats that move the plot or are elements of it. For example, “Forbidden Love” is a trope that sets the foundation for the romantic plot—the main characters will fall in love but because of this trope, they can’t claim their happily-ever-after. (At least, not until the author lets them.) Other plot trope examples are “Enemies to Lovers,” “Love at First Sight,” and “Second Chance Romance.”

      Character tropes are common characters or archetypes that have specific and recognizable characteristics. For example, a “Billionaire” is a character trope that sets out certain expectations for who that character is and the role they will play in the story. The “Billionaire” character will, of course, have a net worth in the billions, but also be powerful, probably domineering, and extremely good looking. When readers pick up a “Billionaire Romance,” they don’t want to read about an old, homely introvert that has a hard time integrating into normal society—even though that is what the vast majority of real billionaires are actually like.

      Scene tropes are common and recognizable scenes or elements of scenes that serve as building blocks of the plot and characters. They may be a whole scene like “Only One Bed” or be a micro trope that helps to build a scene and drive it forward like “Caught Looking.” Not every scene you write will be a trope, but it’s unlikely that you can write a scene that has no tropes at all in it. The smaller a trope is in scope or length of action, the more likely it is to be used in coordination with other scene tropes. For that reason, a scene could have only one trope in it or a dozen. I’ve always looked at tropes as building blocks, so it makes sense that the blocks you use will come in all different shapes, sizes and functions. It’s hard to build anything with only one block or one type of block. The tropes you use all connect and work together to build your story.

      As I’ve come to more fully appreciate how many scene tropes exist, I am more certain than ever that authors will only give themselves a headache if they try to avoid them. Even if you don’t use this book as a reference while writing, you will be able to understand and recognize them better. That will help you to make sure you can use them effectively and intentionally so that you don’t fall into the cheesy realms of cliché writing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DRAMAS: A TREASURE TROVE OF TROPES

          

        

      

    

    
      As I mentioned earlier, I began my study of scene tropes once I realized how many tropes existed in the Asian dramas I was watching. One of the most interesting aspects of my research has been seeing the differences in tropes between novels, web novels, movies, and dramas. Dramas for Asian audiences are created differently than American, British, and Australian television series, which tend to meander more and not have a defined end point because the writers add new storylines to keep them going longer if they are a success. Asian dramas are structured more similarly to Latin American telenovelas in that they have a predetermined conclusion and wrap up in a shorter number of seasons. In fact, the vast majority of Asian dramas only have one season and typically leave off at a conclusive ending. (Although in the last couple of years, Chinese dramas have been split into two seasons to get around governmental restrictions on how many episodes a drama can have.)

      The popularity that Asian dramas have found with international audiences has brought about some changes in the industry, especially with platforms like Netflix and Disney+ getting involved in the production end of things. Some of these changes have included dramas with fewer episodes, more steamy content, violence and language in K-dramas (because they don’t fall governmental restrictions on public television channels), and a greater chance for more seasons of popular dramas. Those changes all have an impact on the storytelling itself, so it’s worth noting.

      There are a lot of tropes that exist in Asian dramas that do not exist—or which function differently—in Western media. We’ll be focusing here on romance tropes, so I’ll sometimes mention the way tropes function differently in dramas and romance novels. Some of the tropes I included are rarely seen outside of Asian dramas, but I think it’s helpful to understand them even if we don’t use them as often or in the same way in novels.

      Some trope differences in Asian dramas exist because of the structure of the format, but they also have different meanings and nuances due to the influence of their cultures. You may discover tropes here that aren’t familiar to you because it isn’t part of your culture or used as much in the media you typically consume, but I think it is still extremely helpful to learn about them. When studying such a trope, even if it doesn’t work for your story, you can still try to understand the function that it plays so you can apply something else from your culture that works the same way.

      As an example, I’m not suggesting that we all need to start incorporating more umbrella scenes into our romances. Yes, they are extremely prevalent in K-dramas—and I think they are extremely romantic—but examining why they are so common and the purpose they serve can give us a wealth of inspiration even if our romance novel takes place in a desert or your characters would be more likely to dance in the rain than try to shelter from it.

      Perhaps you are also a fan of Asian dramas. If so, you will likely nod your head knowingly when I discuss those tropes and those nuances in culture. If you haven’t watched them before, you can certainly start watching them now. Just be aware that you could fall into a rabbit hole that will hugely restrict your writing time. If you have no interest in them, I hope you can get a lot of help from my observations. It’s a sacrifice that I’m happy to make on your behalf.

      As part of my trope study, I have also been collecting clips from a wide range of movies, television series, and dramas that are good examples of scene tropes. I’ve put them in a publicly available YouTube playlist. You will learn a lot by going through those videos and identifying the tropes in them.

      I also recommend that after you read this book, that you sit down with a movie, a notebook, and this book as a handy reference. Throughout the movie, take note of every trope you recognize. This is the reason I came up with names for the tropes. It makes it easy to not only teach about it and refer back to them, but for you to create a running list of tropes in media you consume. This will help you to become more fluent in the language of scene tropes because you will recognize them more and become familiar with how they work together. I’m sure you already anticipate scene tropes when watching movies and either think, “Ugh! This is going to happen!” or “Yay! I hope this happens!”

      The reason I recommend movies for this exercise is that it condenses the time you’ll spend to around two hours, but you can certainly do it for a novel or a drama if you choose. There are obviously some differences in how movies or television use tropes verses how we can use them in the format of a novel because instead of camera angles, visual images, lighting, and background music, we are restricted to creating the same effect with only words.

      Before we go any deeper, let me pause to apologize, because once you deep dive into scene tropes, you may never be able to unsee them again. The more any artist knows about their art, the more they struggle to look beyond the craftsmanship and intricacies to simply enjoy the overall effect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MY AUTHORIAL PERSPECTIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      In order to write this book, I had to make a call on how to deliver my observations and ideas to an extremely broad audience of authors since I have no idea who will pick up this book. I hope that it will be as helpful to as many people as possible, even authors who do not write romance. However, if I were to try to gear my descriptions and advice to every genre, romance category, and steam-level, not only would this book be overwhelming and extremely long, but I would undoubtedly do a disservice to those things that I am not an expert in.

      Therefore, I hope that you will use this book as a jumping off point for your own study and observations. Take what I offer here and apply it as it works for what you write but then add to it with your own ideas and observations.

      I write sweet, (categorized as Clean and Wholesome on Amazon, and otherwise known as Just Kisses or Closed-Door Romance) male/female romance in these categories: contemporary, rom-com, Regency, young adult, and romantic suspense. (I’ve written some fantasy and paranormal, but certainly not enough to make me a good resource for them.) While I am not completely ignorant of other romance categories, they are not, as I said, my expertise.

      Because of that, I will describe and discuss tropes as they pertain to male/female romances. I have every confidence that if you write in the Reverse Harem category or LGBTQ stories, for example, you can still glean some helpful information from this book. You can apply what works and modify what doesn’t for your characters and audience.

      If you write steamy romance, I will make some references to how it may apply differently for steamy and sweet romances, but the vast majority of the scene tropes I’ve included here work equally well for any steam level. The biggest caveat I have regarding steam levels is that I will not be including any tropes that are exclusively steamy (open door, intimate) scenes. I’m sure there are a ton of them, and I am equally sure that I am not the person to try and write about them.

      On that note, there will be a lot of tropes that exist within every single genre and category. Since I am not an expert on anything I don’t write, I am not going to extend the focus of this book to include anything but the broadest application to romance writers that I can manage. In the future, I may write supplemental books for specific categories that I am familiar with, but for now, I’m extending an invitation to you to build your own library of tropes for your genre and category. Whether you write about aliens, cowboys, vampires, or shifters, your category will have its own unique tropes that your readers will certainly want to see in addition to the ones you will find here.

      It has also been a challenge to describe some due to the diverse perspectives, opinions, values, and preferences of both authors and readers. I have mine, you have yours, and your readers will have theirs. While my own perspective on things will occasionally pop up, I’ve done my best to offer advice and warnings on some tropes that you should take into consideration as you apply them. Mostly, I want to say that just because a I’ve included a trope here doesn’t mean that I personally like it or use it, but simply that it exists—and that they exist for a reason.

      So, while this book is anything but exhaustive, I hope it is at least helpful and informative for you. When I read a book about writing, take a course, or attend a writing conference, I’m always happy if I can take away one new piece of knowledge or one new concept to explore further on my own. I hope that everyone can come away from this book with an understanding of what scene tropes are and how they are inescapably integral to storytelling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SCENE TROPE SOLUTION

          

        

      

    

    
      As I mentioned earlier, one of the criticisms that is often leveled at romances is that they are too formulaic. And it’s true that romances are all based on a simple formula. (I take issue with the opinion that they are too much so, however.) The genre has conventions that must be met. Your love interests need to get together by the end of the book and live happily ever after. There needs to be a conflict that makes that a challenge. This formula has important plot points, which are often called beats, such as The meet cute, the dark moment, and the grand gesture. There are a lot of different terms used for the different beats and different ways to approach them, but they all essentially amount to the same thing.

      Researching different romance beat sheets and learning the different ways authors have developed to describe and apply the romance formula can help develop your skills as a romance writer. Reading, watching, and writing as many romances as possible helps you to develop an innate sense of structure and pacing that can guide you through the drafting process, even without plugging your story into a beat sheet or specific outline. You also need to learn how to create compelling, active characters, create tension and suspense, keep the reader hooked, and deliver an entertaining experience. (And more!)

      But even once you have learned all the things, they can still be difficult to apply during the writing process. I believe the intentional use of scene tropes can help authors bridge the gap between knowledge and application. Although you will use scene tropes whether you realize it or not because they’re impossible to avoid, the more you understand about the connection between tropes and storytelling, the more powerful of a tool they become.

      The scene tropes I discuss in this book help to accomplish four tasks in a romance: Developing Character, Closing the Distance, Increasing Intimacy, and Testing the Relationship. Many of these scene tropes could be used for several of those purposes, depending on how you employ them in your story, but others will have one primary function. By knowing what role the scene plays in your romance, you’ll be able to make better choices about what scene tropes to use and when.

      Sometimes you want to include tropes in your story simply because you like them, so having a guide on what you can do with them can help you know when to drop them into a story. However, this list of tropes is also a great solution for those times when you get stuck.

      Writer’s block is always frustrating since you aren’t always aware of what is causing it or how to break through it. One of the best solutions I’ve found for breaking through writer’s block is to determine where I’m at in the story and what needs to be happening. I can then turn to the trope list that accomplishes the thing that needs to happen next and choose a scene trope that gets me excited. Excitement is the magic booster that can propel you through whatever got you stuck.

      The wonderful thing about scene tropes, just like any trope, is that even though they are, by definition, common and recognizable, they will take on the unique flavor of your story. Create distinct, vivid characters with strong goals and motivation, and even the most familiar tropes will come off as fresh and immersive. Added together with your own voice, creative ideas, and fun twists, the skillful layering of scene tropes will result in a compelling and engaging story experience for your readers.

      Never forget that readers love the familiar just as much as they like to be surprised. You can keep them hooked in your story by playing with their expectations, both by delivering on them and subverting them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEVELOPING CHARACTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Before you even get to the part of the story where you get to make your characters fall in love, you have a lot of work to do. You need to tell the reader who each of your characters are individually. And then you need to take them on a journey that will help them change and grow.

      You begin by introducing what your character wants (their goal), and why they want it. Goals and motivation are driven by backstory. Without deep diving too far into backstory, everything that your character has experienced before the story begins will determine their personality, abilities, beliefs, flaws and misbeliefs. This drives every choice your character will make throughout the story, and those choices are what will determine whether or not the reader wants your love interests to end up together.

      The conflict is driven by your characters’ goals. Romance conflicts can be trickier than conflicts in other novels because romance is usually driven by internal conflicts rather than external antagonists or villains. While your characters can have other goals and conflicts besides the one centered on their love life, they are secondary to the romantic plot. In a romance, subplots need to support or serve the romantic plot in some way. That’s what makes your novel a romance.

      If you are writing another genre with a romantic subplot, you can certainly still apply everything in this book—and I encourage you too—but just know that I will be framing my explanations around romance novels.

      Because your main characters are critical to the plot, it’s vital that you have scenes that reveal who your character is and scenes that give them opportunities to grow and change. Developing character scenes serve that critical purpose. These scenes are plentiful in the first third of your romance when you are introducing them to each other and to the reader. These scenes will not only help your reader have a picture of what your characters look like and get to know them as people, but they will—hopefully—make the reader like them and root for them to end up together. Sprinkling more of these scenes throughout the novel will give you ways to show how they have grown and changed, thus building out your characters’ arcs.

      I like to think of everything in a romance on two levels: the romance between the love interest and the romance between the characters and the readers. We can force our characters to love each other because we say so, but if the reader doesn’t buy it, we’ll disappoint them. Our characters are basically on trial in every scene. They need to be flawed enough and struggle enough to make them feel relatable and real, but they also need to be attractive enough to catch our readers’ attention and fulfill their romantic fantasies. The power of scene tropes is that they provide opportunities for us to reveal and develop characters in tried-and-true packages that deliver on those fantasies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLOSING THE DISTANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the beginning of your novel, you not only have to introduce your characters to the reader and promise that they are the love interests who will eventually end up together, but you need to firmly and ruthlessly establish why they can’t be together. That is, of course, the conflict of the story. Without it, there will be no tension or suspense—or even a plot. The conflict will force one of two dynamics on your love interests—either they won’t want to be together, or they can’t be together.

      “Closing the Distance” scene tropes put your characters on stage with each other in close proximity when they would otherwise stay apart due to outside forces or strong personal reasons. They can either resent being forced together or be secretly happy about it, depending on how you’ve set up your plot or where you are in the story.

      Remember that scene tropes are different from plot tropes. There are many forced proximity plot tropes that work on the same principle, but those plots rely on the individual scenes that pull your characters into close contact. For example, you could have a “Marriage of Convenience” plot where they are cohabitating, but the circumstances that push them into rooms and beds and cars with each other are scene tropes.

      It’s important to note that the closer you can push them together, the more effective the scene will be. People can be in the same room together and totally ignore each other, but if you cram them into a small closet, that becomes nearly impossible. The true aim of these scenes is to get them inside each other’s personal bubble as much as possible. That is how you compel eye contact, engage the senses, and spark chemistry.

      While the main intention of “Closing the Distance” is very literal, there is of course a metaphorical aspect too. We also want to close the distance between our characters mentally and emotionally as well. When we force our characters close together physically, it creates opportunities for them to talk and bond with each other. So, while the primary function of these scenes is to literally stick them together, your deeper and truer purpose is to build a connection that continues even when they’re apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INCREASING THE INTIMACY

          

        

      

    

    
      The growth of intimacy between the love interests is a vital component of a romance. And let’s be real, it’s the most exciting part. The most obvious form of intimacy is physical, but there are many others, such as emotional, intellectual, and spiritual intimacy. Ideally, your character will experience growth in many different forms of intimacy throughout the story. Each step forward in increasing intimacy between your characters will take them from isolation and vulnerability to connection and trust. That journey will mirror the progress of their love and commitment towards each other.

      When it comes to physical intimacy, many authors refer to the 12 Stages of Intimacy, which has been adapted from the work of Desmond Morris and his book, Intimate Behavior: A Zoologist’s Classic Study of Human Intimacy. I definitely recommend a more in-depth study of this topic than I can provide here. Luckily, you can easily find a lot of resources for applying it to romance novels. In my description of tropes that are used for increasing physical intimacy, I refer to the 12 stages often, so I’ll list them here for easy reference:

      1) Eye to Body

      2) Eye to Eye

      3) Voice to Voice

      4) Hand to Hand (or Arm)

      5) Arm to Shoulder

      6) Arm to Waist (or Back)

      7) Mouth to Mouth

      8) Hand to Head

      9) Hand to Body

      10) Mouth to Breast

      11) Hand to Genitals

      12) Genitals to Genitals

      

      There are lots of psychological reasons for the order and impact of these different stages of intimacy. Progressing from one stage to another can be an outward reflection of inward changes in a relationship, but they can also cause them. Skipping stages can cause bigger reactions because it puts characters outside of their comfort zones, especially if the emotional connection hasn’t reached the same level. That is why steamy romances can start at one of the last stages, such as with a “One Night Stand,” but still have a long way to go on the emotional, intellectual, and spiritual intimacy between the characters.

      Clean romance won’t progress to levels ten and above (at least “on screen”) but the goal is still to build the foundation for the relationship between the main couple to eventually get there. That’s why the epilogue is often used to show that the couple has advanced through every stage of intimacy by depicting them married and even pregnant or with children. A satisfying happily-ever-after in any steam level will leave the reader with the assurance that the love interests will enjoy the full range of human love and intimate connection with each other going forward.

      By using scene tropes that increase the intimacy between your characters, you are able to pace the way in which your characters become increasingly attracted to and aware of each other. Just like in scenes that close the distance between your characters, these scenes act as a counterpoint to the conflict of the story. In increasing the intimacy tropes the characters will be forced to recognize and assess how that intimacy makes them feel. It gives them a strong desire to fight against the conflict, or at least temporarily ignore it, so that they can continue to enjoy the pleasure of that intimacy.

      The dynamic of that, of course, is that none of the levels of intimacy are completely satisfying. Even if your characters thoroughly enjoy holding hands, the drive to go further—to hold and kiss each other—propels them to pursue more even when they have a million obstacles or reasons why it’s not a good idea. Without that desire, why would they go through all the heartache, sacrifice, and change that is required to overcome the conflict?

      Like I said, it’s also important to consider this aspect of the romance through the reader’s eyes. Yes, they want the characters to grow, to fall in love, and be successful. But there’s no question your reader is also anticipating every stage and development in the physical intimacy between your couple. With scene tropes, you can capitalize on that anticipation to keep them engaged in the story. The delayed gratification of an “Almost Kiss” will keep them hooked harder than heavy make-out scenes. Sexual tension is one of the most powerful tools you have, so stay constantly aware of how much you are building or releasing that tension in every scene. As soon as you fulfill the reader’s anticipation of one stage of intimacy, an immediate build up to the next stage can keep them turning pages at record pace.

      Balancing the physical and emotional intimacy between your characters is also important because while the physical side is exciting, the emotional side is what will make your reader (and characters) blissfully satisfied.

      As thrilling and fun as these scenes are to write, they can also be the most difficult. When you factor in morals, cultures, traumas, and personal preferences, delving into the intimate nature of your characters’ relationship can become a minefield of potential issues. Knowing your audience and the conventions of your steam level and category can help you navigate things safely. In any steam level, communicating the content in your book through your branding, book cover design, book description, and trigger warnings can help prevent a mismatch between your story and the reader. In the end though, not every story is for everyone, so critical reviews from readers who weren’t aligned with your story happen to everyone. In many of my descriptions of increasing the intimacy tropes, I’ve included some warnings and advice to hopefully help in that endeavor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TESTING THE RELATIONSHIP

          

        

      

    

    
      A romance plot is driven by a push and pull dynamic. You push your characters together to show how much chemistry they have, how right they are for each other, and how they will be better people together than they are apart. Then you pull them apart by bringing out their differences, putting them in opposition to each other, and making them doubt or draw back due to the conflict. The strength and impact of the push and pull scenes needs to escalate through the story, drawing them closer and closer to the biggest push of the story, the dark moment. Finally, you end on the biggest pull of the story, the climax of the romance that brings them together permanently.

      Along the way, there will be pivotal scenes where the characters are forced to assess their feelings, make decisions about what they want, and take action to retreat or pursue a relationship with the love interest. Will they or won’t they? Do they or don’t they? These scenes are tests for the relationship.

      Some testing the relationship scenes can go either way, but some are tropes that have to end in either disaster or progress. If you are using a beat sheet, you may know exactly which way you need the scene to end, and that can help you choose an appropriate scene trope to use. In my opinion, however, structure needs to have the flexibility to allow for your characters to surprise you in a scene. There have been plenty of times I planned for my characters to kiss, but it ended in a “Rejection.” Other times, I’ve planned for an argument that would escalate tension, but the tension found an outlet in a “Surprise Kiss.”

      Throughout my efforts to categorize the scene tropes I’ve collected, I’ve been surprised at how many of them can be used to test the relationship, even if their primary function is one of the other three categories. Essentially, that’s because everything in the story is a testing process for the romance.

      There are factors of love and attraction that are hard to nail down and make sense of. Why is someone attracted to this person and not that person? On paper, it doesn’t always make sense. As much as personality, values, and looks can influence whether or not we like someone, there’s also an element that can’t be defined. “The Other Woman” and the “Love Rival” can never seem to figure out why they aren’t the love interest when by any rational standards, they should be. But the heart wants what it wants.

      It’s your job to show what your characters’ hearts want, long before the characters know themselves. It’s easy to get caught up in creating amazing characters who are gorgeous, talented, rich, funny, and intelligent… because those are the characters anyone would fall for, right? No, there has to be something more.

      It’s that distinction that testing the relationship scenes will bring out. It doesn’t make sense that he keeps thinking about her to the point that he gets distracted in a meeting—but he does. She doesn’t understand why bumping his shoulder in the elevator gives her butterflies when a half-dozen other people are also squished in with her, but it does. Scene after scene, the evidence builds until both they and the reader are convinced that this is love. And that love is worth doing anything and everything to have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OTHER SCENE TROPE CATEGORIES

          

        

      

    

    
      It quickly became clear as I was categorizing scene tropes, that I needed to list some of them by types, not just by function, because there were so many that went together. As I’m writing this book, these are the groups I have put together: kiss tropes, service tropes, weather and water tropes, food and drink tropes, clothing and jewelry tropes, emotion tropes, setting tropes, and accident tropes.

      Even though they are groups of very similar tropes, it’s surprising how distinct they are at the same time. Those differences may be small and nuanced, but the smaller you write, the bigger the impact can be—such as with different kinds of kisses. Sometimes, however, the differences can be huge, which just shows how versatile a tool can be… such as the weather.

      While I created groups to help with trope organization, it quickly became clear that the reason there were so many similar tropes is that they are all elements that are deeply embedded in our lives and in the language of storytelling. Not only do we eat, take showers, and wear clothes, but those things all take on deeper meanings when we use them as metaphors or as a vehicle to reveal the inner world of our characters. When mundane and practical things are experienced through the five senses and have deep connections to our memories, psyche and emotions, they become powerful.
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            ACCIDENTAL KISS

          

        

      

    

    
      What? No one has ever accidentally kissed you?

      To be fair, most of the time, I don’t think the touching of lips in this trope would actually qualify as a kiss in the real world since that should include both intention and some sort of a *muah* or puckering, not just errant lips. However, even if it isn’t technically a kiss, an accidental kiss still increases the intimacy between your characters, and it can very easily lead to an actual kiss.

      In case you were wondering, an accidental kiss doesn’t have to occur between two sets of lips. It can land on a forehead, a cheek, an ear, or an eye for example. You should probably keep it somewhat romantic, but I know how hard it is for rom-com authors to keep themselves in check.

      One of the most widely known examples of this scene trope is the scene in Lady and the Tramp when the dogs are eating spaghetti and their muzzles meet at the end of a noodle. The exact same scene has been created with humans as well. There are other ways to make your characters unintentionally touch lips, but you do have to get creative.

      This scene can be difficult to describe because you need to make sure the reader can clearly visualize the mechanics of the action, but it also needs to happen quickly so lengthy descriptions will slow down the pacing.

      And remember, in order for it to be an accident, you can’t have either of your characters do it on purpose. Because it wasn’t intentional or expected, they usually pull back in shock or surprise. That’s why this trope is only good for increasing the intimacy between them on a physical level. If you want it increase the emotional intimacy, have one or both of the characters take advantage of the situation by turning it into a purposeful kiss. However you handle the immediate aftermath, be sure that your characters can’t stop thinking about it later.
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            ACROSS A CROWDED ROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      I first learned the concept for this trope through the song “Some Enchanted Evening” from the musical South Pacific when I was a young girl. At the time, I thought that the idea of just seeing someone across a room and falling in love with them was so romantic. Now, I have opinions about love at first sight. Luckily for stick-in-the-muds like me, this trope isn’t just for “Love at First Sight” plots. Let’s just acknowledge that you can have your characters fall in love by seeing each other from across a crowded room and move on to the important stuff.

      This scene is all about the love interest standing out from a sea of faces to your character. That person might not be the most intelligent, most popular, most entertaining, or the most visually appealing person in the room, but they might as well have a spotlight shining on them, drawing your character’s eyes like a moth to a flame. There might be music, conversations, laughter, and people trying to get their attention, but their eyes track that person’s movements, expressions, and the people around them. If there are plot reasons why they can’t go to them, they will watch them from afar, potentially becoming a “Jealous Lover” or being obvious enough to make sure “Everyone Else Knows.”

      The circumstances and reasons behind the love interest becoming the sun around which everything else in your character’s life orbits are up to you. It might be fate, instant attraction, or they might have a “Moment of Realization.” They might even be really annoyed by the way the love interest commands their attention if they “Won’t Admit They’re in Love.”

      The mechanics of this plot are good for testing their relationship so be sure to showcase the desire and longing created by the distance between them. For added tension, make that distance emotional as well. In that way, this trope becomes metaphorical for the current stage of their relationship.

      It’s up to you whether or not your character will be “Caught Looking,” but you can also keep it so that the love interest is never aware of it. However, you can also use the extremely common version of this trope where they feel their eyes on them but try to appear unconscious of it. You can also have both of your characters stare at the other from a distance, but never realize the other is doing the same thing.
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            AFFECTIONATE KISS

          

        

      

    

    
      If affection is a feeling of fondness and caring for another person, then this trope is all about the physical expression of that warm emotion. Because of that, it’s great for increasing the intimacy between your characters on an emotional level by reflecting the deepening of their connection and bond with each other. This means that this kiss should come after the relationship of your characters has had enough time and opportunity to develop that specific facet of their affection for each other. It’s different than attraction, passion, and even romantic love. They have to really, truly, and deeply like each other.

      An affectionate kiss isn’t about making out. It’s typically a sweet gesture with a brief and simple kiss, often accompanied by a tender caress or embrace. It’s often impulsive in the same way that when you see a cute baby, you feel a strong impulse to squish their cute cheeks. Your character can get overwhelmed by a rush of warm liking for the love interest and be unable to refrain from expressing it with a quick kiss.

      I have seen rare examples of this being used before the love interests have officially begun a romantic relationship. In that case, it functions as a testing the relationship trope with this kiss acting as the eye-opening experience that forces them to acknowledge that their feelings are more than mere friendship. That scenario works great in a “Best Friends to Lovers” trope. I’ve seen hilarious and swoony scenes where this trope was combined with a “First Kiss” that neither of them expected.
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            AIRPORT CHASE

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t get fooled by the name I gave this trope. It doesn’t have to be the airport. Depending on your setting and your plot, your character could leave on a train, a bus, or in a moving truck. They can leave to take a job, return to their hometown or the city, or head off to marry someone else. I do think it needs to be a chase though. Somebody is leaving and somebody is rushing to stop them.

      Airports are ideal for this trope because planes leave on a schedule, which gives the chase a sense of urgency. Tickets are also expensive, so it’s a big deal if someone decides to not get on a flight. Also, you only fly if you are going far away. All of those elements make the stakes higher than someone leaving in the car to drive a few blocks away.

      It is probably apparent by now, but just to be clear, this is a testing the relationship trope, and it almost always comes right after the dark moment. More specifically, it’s the reaction to the dark moment. For some reason, the love interests have run smack into the big conflict of the story, and one of them leaves. Maybe it’s a “Misunderstanding” or one of the characters is being an “Heroic Idiot.” Whatever the reason, it needs to be serious enough for the one heading to the airport to want to put a lot of geography between them and the other person.

      If that other person just let them go, you would not be writing a romance.

      Usually, the chase part begins when the character who is being left has a “Moment of Realization” that whatever it takes, they absolutely can’t let that person go. They have to catch them before they get on that plane and either explain, apologize, or beg well enough to change their mind. No matter how you decide to play the scene, the outcome must be that something in their relationship shifts or changes after the test.

      If they don’t catch them, the test was the chase itself. They now know how important the relationship is. If they do catch them, the test is in the other character’s response. Are they rejected? Well, then something more has to be done. The chase itself might be the grand gesture needed to convince them. But the happily-ever-after might require something more.

      Some of my favorite examples of this trope are in Ten Things I Hate About You, Austenland, and the Hallmark Christmas movie, The Most Wonderful Time of the Year. If you want to binge all three, please invite me over.
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            ALL GROWN UP

          

        

      

    

    
      When using this trope, the characters need to have known each other at a point in the past when at least one of them was a kid—or at least young enough that they didn’t yet have the attributes of a mature individual. And now—surprise, surprise— they do.

      In a typical romance this scene occurs at the beginning of a story, but in other stories where the timeline is long enough, the all-grown-up character’s growth and development can occur on stage. The pivot point of this trope is the moment when one character lays eyes on the other character and realizes that they are no longer the little kid with acne, braces, and a pre-pubescent figure. That startling realization will upset the status quo of their relationship because not only is that person now someone who will attract romantic interest from others, but the love interest is someone they feel a sudden and unwanted awareness of. That’s why this trope is good for both developing character and testing the relationship.

      Set up this scene by establishing how the character viewed the other in the past. Not only should this include a physical description of them and how they look, but also of their mental and emotional maturity. In a very physical sense, this is about character development.

      Before introducing the other character as being all grown up, the reader also needs to thoroughly understand their relationship dynamics. Common examples of this are found in tropes like “Brother’s Best Friend” and “Boy Next Door” where the characters start with a platonic or juvenile relationship. The closer they are, the better, but there also needs to be a definite wall between them that takes them out of romantic consideration and puts them firmly in the friend zone.

      This scene is all about the moment when your character realizes that something has changed about the love interest. That change can be shocking because they haven’t seen them for a long time or because that person got a makeover that revealed a maturity that had previously been hidden. Makeup, form-fitting clothes, or simply standing close enough to realize that they have grown a lot taller and have a five-o-clock shadow are details that can be used to create that stunning image. For the sake of your poor heroine, though, I hope you use the whiskers carefully.

      Now, where do the characters go from there?

      A common aspect to this trope is that the all-grown-up character has had a secret crush on the other for a long time, and they are excited to finally be seen as someone who is available for romantic consideration. So, they flirt, act grown up, and do mature things in front of them. They sometimes try to clue them in by parading their admirers before their eyes with the hope of making them jealous. However, they are doomed to be disappointed.

      Will that person recognize that others are attracted to the all-grown-up character? Definitely. But at this point, they aren’t ready to admit that the sudden, unreasonable anger, jealousy, and protectiveness they feel is due to their own attraction That’s why this is also good for testing the relationship. When faced with this new, mature version of the other character, they have to confront their attraction and assess what that means for their relationship going forward.

      Because this happens toward the beginning of the story, you need to have plenty of reasons for them to start throwing up walls, avoiding them, and taking cold showers. But after this scene, they can never go back to thinking of them as a little kid.





