 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #18 - Scene Types, Part II
In this lesson, we will cover a greatly condensed version of the dramatic scene as covered in Jordan Rosenfeld’s book, MAKE A SCENE, CRAFTING A POWERFUL STORY ONE SCENE AT A TIME.  Even condensed, this is a very long lesson.


DRAMATIC SCENES

Dramatic scenes are the vehicle for emotional content in your narrative.  When you intend to deliver stunning emotional consequences on either end of the spectrum – from tremendous joy to terrible tragedy – that push your protagonist and his plot into new territory, dramatic scenes will take you there.

What is drama exactly?  Director Frank Capra is quoted as saying, “I thought drama was when actors cried.  But drama is when the audience cries.” [Wow, Pat says.  Exactly!] Drama’s goal is to elicit feelings in the reader, not to show off the writing or the emotional range of your characters.  The hallmarks of a dramatic scene, which is often used as a precursor to an epiphany or climax scene, are:

$ 
A focus on emotional intensity.

$ 
An emphasis on relationship-oriented interactions (the deepening connections, or the severing of ties with other characters)

$ 
Actions that facilitate or support the protagonist’s access to his inner life or self-awareness

$ 
An indication that the protagonist (and thus the plot) is approaching a turning point.

Drama takes many forms – big blowout fights, obsessive love letters, emotionally devastating emotional betrayals – but its main purpose is to drive characters toward change.  Through drama, your protagonist will be faced with decisions and complications that cause radical shifts in the way he thinks and acts.

A dramatic scene is effective when it follows a contemplative scene or a dialogue scene in which the protagonist has engaged in an event or reflected upon one and is ready for an emotional confrontation; or it can create an emotional stew that your protagonist will need to process in a contemplative scene to follow.

Because dramatic scenes exist to drive your protagonist toward a point of change, you won’t feature as many of this type of scene at the beginning of your narrative as you will toward the middle and the end, when more has happened, and your protagonist has more reason and need to change.

The Beats of a Dramatic Scene
For those of you who are not familiar with the screenwriting term “beat,” here’s the definition according to Robert McKee, the author of STORY.  A beat is an exchange of behavior in action/reaction.  Beat by Beat these changing behaviors shape the turning of a scene.

Rosenfeld tells us that you can comfortably open and close your dramatic scene at a slow pace as long as you remember that the hallmark of drama is that the emotional intensity gets higher and higher over the course of the scene, until it reaches some sort of climax.  Once you’re into the emotional content, the pacing should be fairly quick.  Insults are flung back and forth; demands are stated; passion erupts.

The pace of a dramatic scene can follow a three-part formula like this:

1. 
Open slow.  Use exposition, setting details, and interior monologue to create a slow-moving beginning.

2. 
Speed up pace to match rising emotional intensity.  Strip away exposition; use dialogue, quick actions, and hot emotional content to push the intensity to a crescendo.

3. 
Slow down to allow for reflection.  Return to interior monologue or exposition to pull back from the intensity.

To illustrate, I’m going to use part of two chapters from my RITA nominated THE WRONG CHILD.  The first part is the end of Chapter 7 and after a scene break, the beginning of Chapter 9.  (Chapter 8 shows what’s happening to Abbie’s daughter Kendall at the time Abbie is visiting Logan O’Connell’s home.)  The reader knows that Abbie is Erin O’Connell’s birth mother and that Erin and Kendall were switched at birth.  Logan O’Connell doesn’t know this.  Abbie has figured out a way to meet the O’Connells and see her birth daughter for the first time.  Elizabeth is Logan’s dead wife’s sister.  She would very much like to be his next wife.

****************

Chapter Seven


Logan stood at the door and watched as Elizabeth backed her Mercedes out of the driveway.  He waved, then closed the door and walked back to his office, which occupied part of the right wing.  His home was built in a U shape around an inner courtyard--a style he had always liked.  The courtyard was paved in Mexican tiles and had a central fountain.  A covered walkway extended around the entire U, in the manner of the Spanish haciendas he had seen in Barcelona and Madrid.  Baskets of begonias and bougainvillea hung at intervals, and big clay pots filled with dozens of seasonal flowers dotted the sheltered enclosure.


During the year Ann was so sick, and afterwards, when she was gone and Logan was trying to cope with her loss, his home was his haven, its beauty a balm to his battered heart.  Even now, when he no longer needed to hide from the world, he found it easier to think, especially when he was troubled, in its tranquil setting.


He stood in his office and looked out, his mind on Elizabeth.  It was obvious his attempts to discourage her weren't working.  Whether her failure to understand his message was deliberate or not, he couldn't tell.  Sometimes he thought she knew perfectly well what he was trying to tell her.  Other times, he wasn't so sure.


"Damn," he muttered.  He was sick of the problem and wished it would just go away.  But he sure didn't intend to ruin his day thinking about it.  Since Ann's death he so rarely had a day alone, he intended to make the most of this one.  That decided, he gave his full attention to the house plans now spread across his drawing table.  Within minutes, he was fully engrossed.


Much later, the gnawing in his stomach alerted him to the fact that it must be lunch time.  He glanced at his watch, amazed to see it was after two.  He'd been working steadily for more than four hours without a break.


He laid down his pen and stretched, rolling his head to relieve the sore muscles in his neck and shoulders.  With the movement Rex, who had curled up in a patch of sunlight near Logan's work area, stirred and opened a sleepy eye.


"Hey, boy," Logan said.  "I'm starving.  How about you?"


The dog made a sound halfway between a growl and a yawn.


"Well, let's go get something to eat."


Rex thumped the floor with his tail, then slowly unfolded himself and followed Logan across the hall to the kitchen.  Logan filled the dog's food bowl first, then, chuckling because Mitzi, not to be outdone by the dog, had magically appeared in front of her bowl, shook some dry cat food into hers, too.  Once the animals were contentedly eating, he opened the refrigerator and rooted around while he tried to decide what he felt hungry for.


He had just finished making himself a ham sandwich when the doorbell rang.  He frowned.  He wasn't expecting anyone, so it was probably some sales type who had ignored the signs posted at the end of the street saying no soliciting was allowed.  Well, he'd make short work of them.


With the dog following closely at his heels, Logan headed for the front door.  The glass side panel revealed a tall blond woman wearing a navy blue suit and carrying a briefcase standing on the doorstep.  An Avon lady?  Did they still sell Avon door to door?  For just a minute, he considered turning around and ignoring her, but his innate good manners wouldn't let him.


He opened the door.  "Yes?  May I help you?"


She stared at him.


"May I help you?" he repeated more slowly.  What was wrong with her? 


"I . . . " she began.  She cleared her throat.  "Sorry.  I'm Abbie Bernard.  And you must be Logan O'Connell."  She shifted her briefcase to her left hand and held out her right.


Because Logan was a gentleman, he took it.  Was he supposed to know her?


"I'm a freelance writer," she continued, smiling, "doing a story for Lone Star Monthly about Cyrus Hurley Hospital.  The story is in commemoration of the hospital's fiftieth anniversary.  Part of it will focus on the big blizzard of '87 and how it affected the hospital."


If she had stopped for breath, he would have told her he wasn't interested, but she barreled on.


"I know you had a daughter born there that night, and I wanted to get your take on the situation and maybe even--"


Now he did interrupt.  "Look, if you'd called me first, I could have saved you a trip.  I'm busy and I--"


"Oh, please don't say no.  I promise, it won't take long."


"I really am very busy right now."  He started to shut the door.


"Well, if you don't have time to talk to me, maybe your wife . . . ?"  The question hung in the air.


As always, at the unexpected mention of Ann, he felt a pang.  "My wife died three years ago."


"Oh.  I . . . I'm so sorry."


Her eyes, pretty light blue eyes--about the same shade as Erin's, in fact--had softened in sympathy, as had her voice.  For the first time since he'd opened the door, Logan took a good look at her.  She was a nice looking woman, slender and fine boned, with delicate features.  Not beautiful, but attractive in an understated, quiet kind of way.  It was obvious she'd tried hard to make herself look businesslike in her tailored suit, white blouse, and sensible low-heeled pumps.  Logan almost smiled.  Her efforts weren't entirely successful.  In some way he couldn't have explained, she reminded him of a child playing dress-up.


Impulsively, he opened the door wider, hoping he wouldn't be sorry for this decision later.  "Tell you what.  I was just about to have lunch.  If you don't mind watching me eat while we talk, I can give you thirty minutes or so."


"I don't mind at all."  She smiled gratefully and followed him indoors.


Logan took her into the living room and gestured her to one of the comfortable chairs grouped around the slate coffee table.  "Have a seat.  I'll go get my lunch and be right back.  Can I bring you anything?  Ham sandwich?  Soft drink?"


"That's very nice of you, but I'm not hungry.  I'd love a glass of ice water, though."


"Coming right up."


He wondered if he was crazy to leave her alone in the living room.  She was, after all, a perfect stranger.  Maybe she'd cooked up that story about Lone Star Monthly so she could gain access to the house.  Maybe when he went back into the living room, he'd find her holding a gun, and she'd rob him blind.  He didn't think so, though.  He was a pretty good judge of character, and Abbie Bernard just didn't strike him as anything but an upstanding, honest woman who was what she'd said she was.


When he returned to the living room, she wasn't sitting as he'd suggested.  Instead, she stood in front of the great stone fireplace, intently studying the large family portrait that hung over the mantel.  There was a strange expression on her face that puzzled him.


"Here's your water," he said.


She jumped.


"I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to startle you."


"No, I . . . it was my fault.  I was just so caught up in looking at your family.  That's a lovely photograph."


"Thank you."


"How long ago was it taken?"  There was an odd, strained note to her voice.


"It was taken more than four years ago."  That was their last carefree Christmas, because four months later Ann had been diagnosed with her cancer.


"You have a son, I see, as well as your . . . daughter."


"Yes, Patrick.  He'd just turned nine when that picture was taken.  He's thirteen now."  Logan couldn't help smiling.  He was very proud of both his children.


"He looks exactly like you."


There it was again.  That odd tone.  Logan began to feel uneasy.  Maybe there was something wrong with this woman.  Many people had been fooled by a look of innocence before.  This might be one of those times.  "Yes," Logan said slowly.  He walked over and placed his plate and glass on the coffee table.  "Patrick is all O'Connell.  Erin, on the other hand, looks like my wife's family."


"Erin?  That's a lovely name.  Is she . . . is she at home today?"  She finally moved away from the mantel, taking the chair he'd suggested on the other side of the coffee table.  But she didn't relax into it.  Instead she sat forward, knees together, as if she might jump up at any moment.


Logan picked up his sandwich and took a bite.  "No, she's not home.  She went shopping."


For the life of him, he couldn't figure out why she was so tense.  He wasn't the type of man to frighten people.  Especially not women.  Most women acted like giggling idiots when they first met him--a reaction he had grown to hate.  He'd been told he looked like Pierce Brosnan so many times that now, when he heard the comparison made, he wanted to puke.


And yet, the way he looked had been a benefit to him when he wanted to go to M.I.T. and his parents couldn't afford it.  He had signed up with a New York modeling agency and earned enough money in a year and a half of modeling to pay for his entire education.  But he hadn't enjoyed the work and once it was over, he had resisted all efforts of the agency to lure him back, something they tried periodically.


"I see," she said, obviously disappointed.  "I had really hoped to meet her."


He frowned.  He was becoming more and more uneasy.  "Why?"


"Because she was one of the children born during the blizzard, which is the focus of my story.  Would you like to see copies of the articles I've written in the past?  I have them in my briefcase.  I'm sorry not to give you a business card, but my daughter and I just moved to Houston a couple of weeks ago, and I haven't had time to get any printed yet."


Even though he felt a bit foolish for his suspicions--after all, she did seem perfectly harmless--Logan said, "Sure, I'd like to see the articles."


"All right."  She opened her briefcase and withdrew a manila folder.  She handed it to him.


Inside he found two articles.  One had been published in The Archaeological Journal and was about an expedition made by someone named Thomas Scofield Bernard.


"Thomas was my former husband," she said in explanation.


The other article had been published in California Monthly and was a profile of Charlotte Post.  "How'd you happen to do this one?" he said.


"Charlotte is a client of mine.  I do her research."


"Really?  That sounds interesting."


She smiled and sat back, seeming more relaxed now.  "What you really mean is, it sounds glamorous.  Believe me, it's not."


He grinned.  She was right.  He handed the folder back to her.  "So how can I help you, Miss Bernard?  Or do you go by Mrs.?"


"Since I have a daughter, I go by Mrs., but I'd feel a lot more comfortable if you'd just call me Abbie."


Because Logan hated formality, he said, "All right, Abbie, and you can call me Logan."


She smiled.  "Great.  Okay, what I want to do is ask you some questions about the night your daughter was born."


"Shoot."  He took a bite of his sandwich.


She returned the folder to the briefcase and pulled out a tape recorder.  "Do you mind?"


"No."  He continued eating while she switched it on and tested it.


"Okay, um, Logan--"  She cleared her throat.  Can we start with how you happened to be in Hurley the night of the snowstorm?  Did you live there then?"


"No.  We lived in Abilene at the time.  That's where I was working then.  We'd driven to Amarillo the day before, and we were on our way back when the storm began.  We thought we could make it home, but then my wife's water broke.  The Hurley hospital was the closest.  So that's where Erin was born."


She nodded intently.  "I'll bet you were worried, it being such a small hospital and everything."


"I was worried sick," he admitted, "but it all worked out fine."


She asked him a dozen more questions about Erin's birth and the things that had happened that night.  He didn't mind answering the questions, but he did wonder how anyone could possibly be interested in what he was saying or how the information related to the hospital itself.  Still, she was the journalist, not him.  He guessed she knew what she was doing.  He finished his sandwich and glanced at his watch, not bothering to do it surreptitiously.  Her thirty minutes were just about up.


"I'm really sorry not to meet your daughter," she said, getting the hint and turning off the tape recorder.  "Do you suppose I could come back another time when she's here?"


Logan started to answer when he heard the front door open and the sounds of Erin's and Elizabeth's voices.  He smiled.  "Looks like that won't be necessary, Abbie.  Here comes Erin now."


#

Chapter Nine


If she hadn't been sitting down, Abbie was sure she would have fallen down.  She turned slowly as Logan's daughter, accompanied by a striking blonde, entered the room.


"Well," said the blonde, "I wondered whose car that was out front."  She gave Abbie a sharp look.


But Abbie had eyes for no one but the child.  She gripped the arms of her chair as her heart galloped like a wild thing.  It was unbelievable.  Seeing Erin O'Connell's photograph had not prepared Abbie for seeing the girl in the flesh, especially since, in the photograph, Erin had only been seven years old.  Looking at the child now was like looking at a photo of Abbie herself when she was young.  Erin had the same coltish figure, the same pale hair, the same light blue eyes, the same shy expression.


Mine, Abbie thought, dazed.  My baby.

"Erin, Elizabeth, I'd like you to meet Mrs. Bernard."  Logan turned to Abbie and smiled.  "Abbie, this is my daughter Erin and my sister-in-law, Elizabeth Chamberlain."


Afterwards, Abbie was never sure what she said.  She vaguely remembered getting up and shaking the sister-in-law's hand, but all else was a blur.  The only person in the room who interested her was Erin.  My baby, she kept thinking.  This is my baby.  Her insides were trembling with an emotion that was so much stronger, so much more intense than she had expected.


"Hello," Erin said, giving Abbie a shy smile.


When she imitated her aunt by holding out her right hand, Abbie's heart felt as if someone were squeezing it.  And when her own hand closed around Erin's, Abbie had to fight against the tears that clogged her throat.  Somehow she found the strength to answer in a voice that didn't shake.  "Hello, Erin.  It's nice to meet you."


"Mrs. Bernard is doing a story on the hospital where you were born, Erin," Logan explained.


How could he stand there, smiling and relaxed, and not see what Abbie saw?


"Why are you doing this story?" the sister-in-law said.  Her gray eyes swept over Abbie.


Abbie knew Elizabeth Chamberlain was taking her measure.  By the frosty assessment, she would be a much harsher judge than Logan had been.  Abbie had better sound authentic and confident if she didn't want to make the woman suspicious.  "It's an article for Lone Star Monthly.  I've done a couple of things for them in the past."


"And when, exactly, will this article be published?"  The sister-in-law continued to study Abbie carefully.


"I'm not sure.  No . . . no publication date has been set."  Abbie could have kicked herself for stammering.  She avoided Elizabeth Chamberlain's too-shrewd gaze.


"How was the shopping trip?" Logan said.


Now Erin lost her shyness.  Animatedly, she began to tell her father everywhere they'd gone and everything they'd bought.  "Sit down, Dad.  I'll show you."


"Whoa."  He laughed affectionately.  "We've got company right now.  Why don't we finish up with Mrs. Bernard and let her get on her way, then you can show me, okay?"


"Okay."


They all sat down--Abbie in her chair, Logan in his, Elizabeth Chamberlain in another between them.  Erin perched on the arm of her father's chair.  He smiled up at her and put his arm around her.  It was obvious to anyone observing that father and daughter were very close.


But he's not her father, and she's not his daughter.  His real daughter isn't blond, and she isn't shy.  His real daughter is vivacious and bubbly and, except for the color of her eyes, looks exactly like him.  In fact, Kendall looked so much like Logan and Patrick that no one, looking at them would--


Oh, my God.  Kendall has a brother!


The realization was like a blow to the chest.  Abbie guessed she'd been so rattled when she first entered Logan O'Connell's home and so focused on Erin, that she hadn't been able to think in terms of Kendall.  But now she did, and her thoughts overwhelmed her.


How?  How can this terrible thing have happened to us?  That sweet child sitting there is my daughter.  A daughter I've never held.  Never kissed.  And Kendall . . . my darling Kendall . . . who so desperately wants a father and a family . . . .


For a moment, Abbie was afraid she was going to become hysterical.  She felt completely unhinged.  This horrible situation couldn't be real.  She couldn't be sitting there in the presence of her flesh and blood child, acting as if nothing was wrong, that this was just a normal day and an ordinary interview for a magazine article.


Both Erin and Logan were looking at her expectantly.  Abbie was afraid to look at Elizabeth.  She was afraid the woman would see right through her and know immediately that something was very wrong.


Abbie knew she had to get out of there.  Now.  Even though she wanted so badly to talk to the child.  But that wasn't going to be possible.  As it was, she had to hold onto the arms of the chair to keep her hands from shaking uncontrollably.  No, she couldn't stay.  She had to get out of there.  Otherwise, she might break down and say or do something crazy.


Drawing on reserves of strength she hadn't known she possessed, she managed to say, "Logan," in a more or less normal voice.  "I-I'm afraid I'm not going to be able to stay.  I really appreciate your talking to me, and . . . and Erin, it was so nice to meet you, but I, well, I'm not feeling well."


Swallowing against the lump in her throat, she picked up her briefcase and stood.  Her legs felt unsteady, and she prayed they would carry her to the door.  Just let me get outside.  Please, God, just let me get outside without falling apart.

Logan, watching her, frowned.  Concern clouded his eyes.  "Is there anything we can get you?"


"No, no," she said, battling the panic that was growing more uncontrollable by the second.  "I'll be fine.  I'm just a little hypoglycemic."


"Are you sure you're going to be all right?  You're welcome to stay until you're feeling better."


The sister-in-law had risen, too.  "Logan, if she wants to leave . . . . "


"I'll be okay, really," Abbie said.  "I-I just need to get some air.  I'll be fine."


He looked as if he were about to protest again, but Abbie forestalled him by walking toward the door.  After a moment's hesitation, he joined her, saying, "I'll see you out."


Abbie avoided his eyes and managed to hold herself together until she reached the safety of her car.  Even then, she knew she had to continue to hold on, because out of the corner of her eye she could see Logan O'Connell standing watching her from the open doorway.  Her hand shook as she fumbled in her briefcase.  Finally she found her keys.  It took her three tries to get the proper key inserted in the ignition, and then she very nearly flooded the car before she got it started.  Raising her hand in farewell, she pulled out of the drive.


Hold on.  Hold on.


It was agonizing seconds before she turned the corner and was finally out of sight of the house.  Shaking violently, she veered over to the curb and cut the ignition.  Sobs tore through her, and she laid her head against her arms on the steering wheel and let them come.

*********************

Actually, I guess the excerpt I just posted is part suspense scene, part dramatic scene, with the suspense scene interrupted and ending with a cliffhanger.

Hot and Cold Emotions
Since drama centers so much on emotional content, here is a quick shorthand for the ways that emotions are exhibited.  When emotions are hot (think passion, rage, betrayal), they tend to erupt and spill over.  They lean toward the lurid and the melodramatic; they’re big and loud.  Too much hot emotional content in a dramatic scene will lead to melodrama.

When emotions are cold (think shock, hurt, internalized grief), the drama seems quieter.  The character handles the emotional intensity by clamping down, clenching, withdrawing, walking away.  [I believe that’s what I did in the excerpt from THE WRONG CHILD].

Opening a Dramatic Scene
Dramatic scenes should open with:

$ 
Small actions

$ 
A sense of foreboding

$ 
An emotional intention for your protagonist – remember that drama is about feelings

$ 
An interaction between your protagonist and at least one other character

$ 
An interaction between your protagonist and a larger force of opposition that threatens her intentions

Driving Your Protagonist (and the plot) Toward Change
After you’ve opened a dramatic scene, the rest of the scene should involve a series of escalating events and interactions that intensify your protagonist’s feelings through emotional complications, thus driving your character toward change.  Dramatic scenes put the pressure on your character to transform so that your plot can move forward.  You can create emotional complications in a number of ways, but here are some sure-fire examples:

$ 
Confrontations.  Many dramatic scenes revolve around a confrontation of some kind.  The abused child confronts the parents; the betrayed lover confronts the mistress.

$ 
Reunions.  Drama doesn’t always have to revolve around conflict, but is should include a quality of tension.  When people who have been kept apart (long lost siblings, lovers, birth mother and adopted child) come together again, there is a great potential for high emotion.

$ 
Borrowed time.  When characters have a limited amount of time together, they often react differently – say what they really feel; act more impulsively – thus creating more drama.

$ 
Crushed expectations.  More often than not, a character’s emotional intensity comes from not getting what she wanted or expected.

$ 
Threat of bodily harm or death.  The specter of intense pain or death has an uncanny way of forcing characters to change, and to have emotional reactions.

Sometimes the change your protagonist undergoes is good for him – the old adage that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.  Other times, the emotional drama that led your character to this moment of change might also equal his destruction – your particular writing style and your story’s theme will dictate which kind of change your protagonist makes.

While drama often comes with negative emotional consequences – someone gets hurt, another gets betrayed or abandoned – your protagonist may also change for the better.  When faced with the painful truth, a character may finally let go of an unhealthy relationship, or fit the missing piece into the puzzle of her tragic history.  Drama can force a character to exhibit bravery and selflessness and a host of other positive qualities.  What matters most is that as the end of a dramatic, your protagonist has had a new or enlightening emotional experience that causes her to behave, think, or feel differently.

By keeping in mind that character and plot are indelibly linked, when you drive your character toward change in a dramatic scene, you can also drive your plot to its next step.  Dramatic scenes should never be gratuitous – the reason for intense emotional conflicts that change your character is to push the story forward, and get on to the next event and set of consequences.

So when you write a dramatic scene, you also want to consider the plot consequences that will result.  What will happen after a stunning revelation that your protagonist is not who he thinks he is?  Where will he go when, after a dramatic fight, his mother kicks him out of the house?  Remember: the emotional intensity you establish in your dramatic scene must lead to change, and thus consequences for your plot.

Closing a Dramatic Scene
Because the nature of drama is to elicit emotional intensity, you don’t need to end a dramatic scene with a pulse-pounding cliffhanger.  You want to leave your protagonist in a sort of daze or moment of reflection.  A lot has just happened to him – now he needs time to reflect or just pause, and so does the reader.  This is the perfect place for a sequel.

Melodrama
Rosenfeld takes a look at where you don’t want your dramatic scenes to go – into the territory of melodrama.  She quotes author Charles Baxter, who tells us that melodramatic writing makes us feel bullied, pushed around.  The reason is that melodrama contains over-the-top or excessive emotional intensity, or it shifts too quickly to be plausible.  You’ll recognize melodrama when the emotional content of a scene is so hot it is almost embarrassing, or so hollowly sentimental that the reader feels his intelligence has been insulted.  Melodrama lacks nuance.  It slams a feeling or a weak character or a theme into the reader’s face without doing any deep, foundational work.  In essence, melodrama tells – loudly, with explosions and screaming ladies – it does not show.

The Traits of Melodrama
You can still have wild situations with large and exciting actions and not go sliding off into melodrama.  The most common traits of melodrama are:

$ 
Sentimentality.  Think of the kinds of sentiments written in greeting cards for lovers.  Think of cliché, trite, or corny dialogue.

$ 
Hysterics.  Think crying, screaming, arguing that gets too loud, too emotional, or too angry.

$ 
Grand or unrealistic gestures.  These are often found at the end of sappy movies, in which the changed man arranges for something utterly implausible, like hiring a famous football team to serenade his love.  Big gestures may work for Hollywood, but they rarely fly in writing.

$ 
Affected speech.  Be careful that your characters don’t sound like divas and English barons (unless they are), dropping phrases that real people wouldn’t likely utter.  Often what seems melodramatic in a character is just a bad affectation, or poorly crafted dialogue.

$ 
Knee-jerk reactions.  When a character changes his mind or behavior too suddenly, flip-flopping from meek to brave, from kind to villainous, the scene can read as melodrama.

$ 
Descriptor overload.  On the technical level, remember that an overuse of adverbs or adjectives can often lead to a feeling of melodrama.  Often just cutting them away will solve the problem.

How to Cut Melodrama
The kindest thing you can do for your writing – and the reader – is to cut the heart right out of your melodramatic passages using these techniques:

$ 
Check the emotional intensity.  Go through your scenes looking specifically at the emotional content.  Are people fist-fighting and launching soap-opera style accusations at each other?  Are your characters saying too much about their feelings rather than demonstrating them?  Take the temperature of the emotional content of a scene.  If it feels too hot, bring it down.

$ 
Retool dialogue.  Go over your dialogue with the finest-tooth comb around, read it aloud – heck, read it to someone else – until it sounds like things people might actually say to each other.

$ 
Smooth out character behavior.  Take the diva or the preening prince out of your characters.  Get to know who they really are so that their behavior stems from true motivations, not affected or empty behavior.

$ 
Ground gestures in reality.  Your characters can be bold and passionate, but think twice about having them do things that are too implausible or over the top if you want them to be believed.

$ 
Equalize characters.  Try not to make one character so much larger than life that he seems out of proportion to the others.  Villains often get very colorful in first drafts, since villainy is so much fun to write.  But if your bad guy outshines your good guy in his speech and behavior, the scene will feel off kilter, and the reader will become confused about which character to pledge allegiance to.

DRAMATIC SCENE MUSE POINTS
$ 
Dramatic scenes should focus on characters’ feelings.

$ 
Drama should reach an emotional climax and drive the protagonist toward change.

$ 
The focus should be on character relationships and interactions.

$ 
Character reactions should be intense, but not melodramatic.

$ 
Dramatic scenes make for good precursors to epiphany and contemplative scenes (or sequels).

HOMEWORK: Choose a dramatic scene from your WIP.  Go over the muse points listed here and make any changes necessary.  Then post the scene for us to read, telling us what changes you made.
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