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  About Writing Realistic Dialogue & Flash Fiction...


  




  





  Reviewer  Beth Morrow wrote “Stanbrough's engaging and insightful offering for writers of all fiction subgenres—and any writer who uses dialogue—is more like eight books in one. ... You'll discover not only how to make your dialogue more effective, but how to use the spoken word to create and enhance character, setting, mood, theme, and plot. You'll learn valuable keys to combining dialogue, punctuation and sentence structure to pace and intensify crucial story elements to engage the reader's interest—and ultimately their emotional involvement in your prose.




  




  Don't let the simplistic appearance of the table of contents fool you into believing this book is basic. Packed with hints, lessons and important advice on how to use dialogue to your advantage in a variety of situations, every page had me thinking about how to tighten my current fiction work-in-progress by tweaking the dialogue and punctuation to accomplish more. ...




  If you're considering adding a book on dialogue to your writing library, consider Writing Realistic Dialogue and Flash Fiction. Whether you're a published author or still working your way to print, you'll definitely be treated to more than you bargained for.




  





  Writer Jean Coggins wrote




  "I just had to write you this note! I received your books a few days ago and I must say that every new writer should have your books! (Notice, I only used one exclamation point!) Punctuation for Writers and Writing Realistic Dialogue & Flash Fiction were just the books I needed!"




  





  Writer Sarah Doyle wrote




  




  "I need to tell you how helpful I am finding Writing Realistic Dialogue & Flash Fiction . I'm writing my first novel and have been writing short stories for several years. Last week I finished a short-short story for a contest. My critique group and I agree it is by far the strongest piece I've written... and I know my dialogue works because of what I learned from your book. Thanks so much."
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  Writing the World License Notes




  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or if it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the same bookseller and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.




  





  * * * * *




  




  Note to Readers: If you choose to purchase this book, thank you so much, but please do not also purchase The Art of Writing Flash Fiction. That particular information is included in the final chapter of this book. All of my other nonfiction titles stand separately of this book.




  Thanks,




  Harvey Stanbrough
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  Dedication




  I dedicate Writing Realistic Dialogue & Flash Fiction to Writers and Poets, those defenders and innovators of the language who, to all outward appearances, willingly and deliberately engage in this endeavor but who actually couldn't escape its siren song if they tried.
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  Introduction




  We often hear readers speak of "memorable dialogue" or "memorable characters" or even "memorable scenes," but in every case, it is the emotion of the dialogue or character or scene that is memorable, not the dialogue or character or scene itself. Of course, only characters can convey emotion, and their most effective vehicle is dialogue—but not in the common sense of the term.




  Actually, dialogue is the sum of the stuff between the quotation marks plus the accompanying narrative. After all, how can we convey a sense of emotion without allowing the reader to experience the characters' misery or fear or humor or elation?




  





  Why You Should Buy This Book




  Most importantly, you should buy this book because if your dialogue (or narrative, for that matter) does not ring true, the reader will put your book back on the shelf and find something else to read.




  In researching the market for Writing Realistic Dialogue & Flash Fiction, I noticed that although there are a lot of how-to books out there for writing fiction and nonfiction in general, there arevery few dedicated to the art of crafting dialogue. That surprised me, considering how important dialogue is to excellent fiction and how useful it can be in creative nonfiction.




  Of the few dialogue books that were on the shelves, I also noticed that none discuss the use of punctuation as a specific component of realistic dialogue. In Punctuation for Writers, I went intogreat detail about punctuation and grammar in general, but only touched on the specifics of using punctuation in dialogue. This volume will remedy that oversight.




  I also have found no other books on writing fiction or nonfiction that discuss dialogue as a reader-involvement tool. Among the more important characteristics of realistic dialogue is its ability to further suspend the reader's sense of disbelief and directly involve her in the story as an active participant.




  Finally, I've seen very few books at all that discuss flash fiction, and none that discuss its relationship to dialogue. In short, if you want your dialogue to sing, if you want it to attract the reader and then compel him to keep turning pages, if you want to learn how dialogue and narrative and the attendant punctuation conspire to transport the reader into a whole other world—your fictional world—this is the book for you.




  





  What Is Realistic Dialogue?




  It might be better to ask What is unrealistic dialogue? Plainly put, unrealistic dialogue is any written conversation between two or more characters that simply doesn 't sound natural. You probably have heard some of it in writers' critique groups and reading circles, and (unfortunately) you might even have read some of it in published books. If your dialogue sounds forced or stiff or stilted, the reader will pick up on it immediately. From that point forward, he'll be watching for your dialogue gaffes rather than paying attention to (and being absorbed into) your story line.




  Realistic dialogue is any non-linear, non-stilted conversation between two or more characters or even, sometimes, between the narrator and the reader. It is what you hear in everyday life but without the boring stuff. Realistic dialogue has the rhythms and spontaneity of everyday speech. It is two or more characters conversing without the fear that some diction teacher will take them by the ear if they say Yeah instead of Yes or answer a question with something less than a complete, grammatically correct sentence. Writing realistic dialogue is the art of putting the nuances of language into your character's mouth and the reader's mental ear.




  





  What Is Flash Fiction?




  Once again, it might be better to first define what flash fiction is not: It is not an essay, a vignette or slice of life. It is not a so-called prose poem, and it is not simply a story premise. (Each of these genres is discussed briefly in Chapter 5.) Flash fiction is a complete short story that involves all four elements of fiction—setting, character(s), conflict, and resolution—in 99 words or fewer. As you might imagine, it depends heavily on suggestion or implication. Because of its brevity, flash fiction is an excellent exercise in word economy, and it is also an ideal tool with which writing instructors can illustrate the interaction of the four elements of fiction in a limited space.




  




  Flash fiction has been called the most enjoyable anguish a writer can experience in fewer than 99 words. Many writers have thanked me and cursed me in the same sentence for having introduced them to the wonderful enigma that is flash fiction.




  





  Why Present Writing Realistic Dialogue and Writing Flash Fiction Together?




  When I present classes or workshops at writers' conferences, I often combine my Writing Realistic Dialogue presentation with my presentation on Writing Flash Fiction. Because of its brevity, flash fiction depends more heavily on implication (or suggestion) and innuendo than do other forms of fiction. Dialogue is an extremely effective vehicle for delivering those nuances, so the combination seemed natural. Also, both realistic dialogue and flash fiction are functions of the nuances of the language.




  Finally, flash fiction is such a wonderful tool and such an enjoyable exercise that I wanted to take this opportunity to introduce it to as many writers as possible. In purchasing this book on dialogue, you're getting a two-for-one deal—well, at least one-and-a-half for one.




  





  A Few Notes




  1. Many instructors and writers teach dialogue using similar techniques, explanations, definitions, and examples. Except where otherwise and specifically cited in the text, all ideas, explanations, definitions, and examples in this book are unique and original to me. Any resemblance of any techniques, explanations, definitions, or examples in this book to those presented by any other writers or instructors, orally or in print, is strictly coincidental.




  2. The examples, with very few exceptions, are from my own writing. This is by design, but not from some overblown notion regarding the value of my own work over that of someone else. Rather, I use examples mostly from my own fiction, nonfiction, and even poetry so you can see that I actually use the techniques in this book and because I'm certain of the intent of my own work. I don't like trying to explain why another writer does what she does or what she means to accomplish with a particular technique unless I'm certain of it. Finally, even in our litigation- happy society, there is very little chance that I will sue myself.




  3 . This is a book about writing dialogue, not the basic process of writing. Nothing here presumes to usurp your writing process. For example, in Chapter 3, I write that "whereas dialogue almost always is necessary because it's being spoken by characters about a situation in the story, with narrative the writer has the additional albatross of having constantly to decide whether the narrative he's been working on for three hours is necessary at all."




  I scattered similar comments throughout the book. This doesn't mean you should interrupt your creative flow, your process, to determine which segments of narrative are necessary and which are not. Some writers edit and revise as they go, as I do. Others simply write, then edit and revise in a separate session. Whatever your process, follow it.




  4. The very nature of creative writing in general and dialogue in specific lends itself to overlapping techniques. To limit the use of cross references, I'll tell you now that you will find examples of the same technique in different sections of this book. At the risk of boring or offending those of you who have been writing longer, I'd rather provide too many examples than too few. If there seem too many examples, at the point where you get it, simply move on to the next section.




  5 . Finally, I tried to construct this book so it could be read cover to cover, used as a quick reference, or used as a text book. Each chapter and section stands on its own, but they also follow an ascending sequence. I've provided my definitions of certain terms (indicated in bold the first time they appear in the text) in a glossary, and I've also included an index to aid in your search for a particular technique or term.




  





  





  




  Chapter 1: Introduction to Dialogue





  





  Show, Don't Tell—this is the admonition on which every writer cuts her teeth. Writers swap this phrase like currency as if each is coining it for the first time, editors offer it up as original, sage advice, and creative writing teachers base whole semesters around it. In short, everybody talks about it, but few actually explain it. I will explain it in this text.




  In Chapter 3, writers are instructed in the liberal use of strong nouns and action verbs and the limited use of descriptive adjectives and adverbs to liven up their writing. Briefly, when the reader sees a noun, a mental picture of that noun appears in his mind (that is, he sees it); when the reader sees an action verb, it causes that mental picture to move. The writer, through the use of nouns and action verbs, provides the reader with a mental movie; he shows the reader what is going on rather than simply describing what is going on. When the reader becomes the viewer of that mental movie, he feels he is an active participant in the story rather than a passive observer.




  When you show, don't tell a story with strong, active narrative, you engage the reader. In this chapter, we're going to discuss another, even more effective way to show, don't tell — another way to engage the reader—the effective use of realistic dialogue.




  





  Dialogue Defined





  Dialogue is the spoken communication between two or more characters or a character's unspoken, internal communication (thought). A friend, playing devil's advocate as she helped me brainstorm this book, posed these questions: How much dialogue is too much? When is there not enough? It would be more appropriate to ask How much narrative is too much? or When is there not enough? As you'll see repeated throughout this book, even well-written narrative is intrusive, and a strong enough (or unnecessary) intrusion will cause the reader to stop reading every time.




  If you rattle on with so much as one sentence of unnecessary narrative, you'll lose the reader, probably permanently. Unlike narrative, dialogue is never intrusive. Even weak, stilted dialogue creates within the reader a sense that he's part of the story, and because dialogue is so inviting and accommodating, the reader is very forgiving. You have greater room for error when writing dialogue than when writing narrative. That is not to say poor writing is acceptable, of course; perfection always should be your goal.




  The purpose of dialogue, whether well-written and more effective (realistic dialogue) or poorly written and less effective (stilted or convoluted dialogue), is to convey the thoughts of the characters to the reader via that character's spoken communication with one or more other characters or unspoken communication with himself (thought or internal dialogue). Realistic dialogue takes it a step further by conveying those thoughts so well that it actually causes the reader to more deeply and readily suspend disbelief, effectively rendering him a character himself, an eavesdropper, in the story.




  To write realistic dialogue, more so than in writing anything else, the writer must pay particular attention to the nuances of the language, the little tics that are practically unnoticeable on a conscious level and that enable us to recognize one character over another when we have only the voice for comparison. In this text, assuming your basic knowledge of nouns, verbs, clauses, phrases, and sentence structure, we will discuss those nuances. (For a brief but thorough refresher on the parts of speech, sentence and paragraph structure and punctuation be sure to see Punctuation for Writers..)




  Just as strong, active narrative engages the reader by involving him in the story, tying him emotionally and situationally to one or more characters, dialogue causes the reader to become an actual character in the story, albeit a surreptitious one, the eavesdropper. When two shady characters meet just after midnight near a lamp post on a foggy London street to plan a murder, the reader is standing just around the corner in the shadows, listening intently. When siblings joyfully rib each other about placing First and Second in the livestock pavilion at the county fair, the reader is walking past the window, smiling at their jubilation. And when an ashen-faced astronaut looks into the on-board camera and says goodbye to his wife and children because he's just realized his spacecraft is about to explode, the reader is standing behind a mission specialist at NASA, listening to the crackling voice and staring aghast at the monitor.




  Readers are human and, like all humans, any time they get a chance to eavesdrop on an otherwise private conversation, they will. You might be thinking Not me! and that's fine if that's what you want to believe. But the fact remains that if most humans happen to walk past an open apartment window through which they can overhear a conversation, especially an emotion-filled conversation, their pace will slacken just a bit. Subliminally, if not on more conscious levels, they want to remain within earshot of the conversation long enough to discover what's going on.




  That's all right; the human urge to eavesdrop is what gives dialogue its power to involve the reader in the story. Now let's take a look at the foundation of that power.




  





  The Elements of Dialogue




  Dialogue is much more than sentences surrounded by quotation marks; it is the written record of your characters' communication. And communication is considerably more abstract than physical, so what goes into dialogue? At its most basic, effective dialogue may be said to contain two parts narrative and one part nuance. The narrative parts are tag lines and descriptive narrative. Nuance, the use of which is discussed throughout this book, is composed of the subtleties of implication. That is, most of the time what your character says is no more important than how she says it as indicated by your use of punctuation or brief narrative bits. In this way, you weave dialogue and narrative to form the cloth that is the suspension of the reader's disbelief.




  




  Tag Lines





  Tag lines are those narrative bits composed of either the character's name or the appropriate personal pronoun and a simple intransitive verb that indicates utterance. A tag line might also sometimes include a prepositional phrase, such as "to himself" (an inanity, that) or "to no one in particular." In almost every case, prepositional phrases are unnecessary.




  The purpose of the tag line is to let the reader know which character is speaking. Consequently, the best tag line is "he said" or "she said." Of course "[Character] said" is appropriate as well if you don't overuse the character's name, especially if you're dealing with dialogue between members of the same gender. Almost anything beyond this is excessive. It is valuable to remember that if each character in your story has his or her own voice, his or her own mannerisms, your need for tag lines will be practically nil. That having been said, you still should know what they are and how to use them. Writers who use tag lines other than "he said" or "she said" most often are young in the craft and are trying to spice up the text. They believe, erroneously, that the repetitive "he said" construction is boring to the reader. In fact, the reader hardly notices the tag line at all; he quickly checks with a sidelong glance to determine, almost subliminally, which character is speaking and then leaps back into the story. After all, he's interested in the stuff between the quotation marks. If the work is well written, he's involved in the character, the scene, and the story, and he wants to skip over any brief narrative as quickly as possible so he can remain fully involved.




  Even though they are narrative, when tag lines are handled correctly, they're minimally intrusive. Since they're also necessary in some instances (but definitely not every time a character speaks), you can't be completely rid of them. Concentrate your efforts, then, on how and when to use them. Whether and where you use tag lines is up to you; but whether they're necessary or intrusive is up to the reader. Use tag lines only when they're absolutely necessary; otherwise, they're just extra text. Each of the following snippets of dialogue is accompanied by a tag line. In each case, my comment follows the example:
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