 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #20 - Scene Types, Part IV
The next section of Rosenfeld’s book, MAKE A SCENE, concentrates on Flashback Scenes.  Since we’ve studied flashbacks in depth, I am skipping that section.  This lesson, therefore, is devoted to two other scene types from Rosenfeld’s book: the Epiphany Scene and the Climactic Scene.


EPIPHANY SCENES
An epiphany is a moment when awareness or a sharp insight dawns suddenly your protagonist as a result of events and interactions that have driven him to this moment.  Epiphany is synonymous with change when it comes to character development.  Very often epiphanies come with a cost – characters can be very attached to their perceptions of things and people, and it often hurts when they finally gain awareness.  But epiphanies can also bring resurgence in hope or faith that the protagonist believed was lost.  By introducing an epiphany, you provide your protagonist with an opportunity to grow, to learn, and to transform.

An epiphany can take place in more than one type of scene – for instance, suspense or drama can build to an epiphany, and an epiphany can also be earned at the end of a contemplative scene (sequel).  In an epiphany scene:

$ 
The epiphany comes at some kind of cost or it renews hope or faith, or both.

$ 
The epiphany rises out of plot events and information – it does not come out of the blue.

$ 
Your protagonist gains surprising new insight or breaks through denial.

$ 
As a result of the epiphany, the protagonist is forced to make some sort of choice or change.

Because epiphanies have a pivotal effect on characters, they should be placed sparingly.  In fact, one major epiphany in each of your three narrative parts would be plenty.  Epiphanies shouldn’t happen too early in a narrative either, as they require events and circumstances and emotional information to drive them into being.  People don’t usually just wake up with insight – it is earned through experience.  Very often a dramatic scene (in which hot emotional intensity is elicited), or a suspense scene (in which information has been withheld) comes just before an epiphany scene.

TYPES OF EPIPHANIES
When you write an epiphany scene, you need to take stock of who your character is before the epiphany, what kind of change he needs to undergo, and how you will lead him to this change.  Let’s look at the kinds of epiphanies a character can undergo.

$ 
Removing the blinders.  When a character has been in denial but through an act of will decides to learn what the truth is.

$ 
Realizing a suppressed desire.  This is when a character who has lived his life in a limited way realizes what it is he really wants to do or be – the lawyer who realizes he really wants to work with children; the failed artist who realizes he was only acting out his parents’ will for him.  These are powerful and usually suggest that the character will have to leave one way of life for another.

$ 
Accepting the limitations of oneself or others.  Many times a character must realize that the abusive spouse is not going to change; the dead-end job is not going to improve; and that any change he craves will have to be an inside job that nobody else can facilitate.

$ 
Experiencing identity epiphanies.  These kinds of epiphanies are fairly specific and limited.  This is when a person realizes something essential to his being – that she is a lesbian after all; that he wants to embrace his father’s African-American culture rather than his mother’s Caucasian background; that it’s time to convert to Judaism.  A character’s decision to claim an identity of some kind that he had been resisting or denying can come as the result of an epiphany.

$ 
Undergoing a rude awakening.  Sometimes a character needs to be forced to change by circumstances or people out of his control.  His friends stage an intervention for his drinking; his wife confesses doesn’t really love him.

OPENING AN EPIPHANY SCENE
Now that you have a feeling for the kinds of categories that epiphanies fall into, let’s talk about how to open one.  The most important thing is that you show the character in conflict, under pressure, or in some way destabilized.  Epiphany openings work best when:

$ 
The protagonist is afraid or anxious about the future.

$ 
The protagonist is under pressure or stress.

$ 
The protagonist takes an unusual action or behaves oddly.

$ 
The protagonist expresses conflicted feelings about a given plot event or relationship.

$ 
Your setting details or images are symbolic and hint at the kind of epiphany that is to come.

Opening an epiphany scene with a character behaving oddly or under stress or pressure is a very effective technique.  It sets the reader up from the get-go to know that in this scene, your protagonist is emotionally volatile – like a fragile chemistry experiment that can all too easily blow up.  If you don’t immediately open with your protagonist under stress, however, it’s good to quickly put pressure on him before too long.

Though character openings are a strong way to begin an epiphany scene, you can also open with strategically chosen setting details or images that foreshadow or set the mood for the epiphany to come.

DRIVING YOUR CHARACTER TOWARD EPIPHANY
Once you’ve set up the scene in which your character is unbalanced and worried about the future, you’ll need to up the ante on your character to drive him toward that epiphany.  Every character will have a unique set of circumstances that add up to epiphany.

Keep in mind that a character will rarely have the intention to change or see the unvarnished truth.  Think about how difficult it is to get a person to change a habit like keeping a messy room, or smoking cigarettes, much less a deeper, more internal behavior or belief.  Though you’ll have done some of this work toward epiphany already by raising the stakes in previous scenes and complicating your protagonist’s life and plot, this scene is the one in which the dam must finally break.

Since epiphanies do not come easily, you will have to exert stress, pressure, and tension upon your protagonist to get him there.  Here are some forms of pressure:

$ 
Threat of loss.  When your protagonist stands to lose something or someone he holds dear, this is a powerfully motivating force for awareness to come.

$ 
Incontrovertible evidence.  When a character has been in denial and is finally faced with hard evidence of the truth – a photograph that her husband really is cheating, for example – this can often crack the foundation of denial and let an epiphany shine through.

$ 
Injuring a loved one.  You’d be amazed at the kind of epiphany your protagonist can come to when confronted with the damage he has unintentionally caused others through his actions.

$ 
Danger.  Threat is a powerful agent of change.  Faced with either death or bodily harm, characters often face their most basic and unvarnished feelings.  Your protagonist might suddenly realize the error of his ways, and wish for a second chance, for example, or be surprised to realize that faced with danger, there is only one person he really hopes to see again before he dies.

However you choose to pressure or stress your protagonist into his epiphany, you must be realistic, and you must utilize dramatic tension.  Remember that your protagonist must resist the awareness or change just a little, and the epiphany must come with an emotional, physical, or spiritual cost.  The goal of epiphany is to force your character to change.

While you may stress and pressure your protagonist for the entire scene if you like, Rosenfeld recommends saving the actual moment of epiphany for near the end of a scene because it’s good to leave the reader and the protagonist not too long after this sudden dawning of insight.  Most people don’t take a sudden, spontaneous action after an epiphany – they let it sink in, and so should you.  Pausing will also relieve you of the need to try to explain away any tension or emotional weight that the epiphany brought.

When you finally reach the epiphany moment, it should come with great emotional consequences that either make things better for your protagonist or present him with a difficult emotional choice that he must make.  An epiphany can free the protagonist, or it can bind him to a terrible decision.  You want to demonstrate the cost of the epiphany – whether through a brief passage of interior monologue or through an action he takes that is clearly derived from the epiphany.

The post-epiphany work of resolving and concluding the events of the epiphany will take place in the next scene or scenes.  Rosenfeld says she urges you to resist using narrative summary or too much interior monologue to deal with the changes wrought by the epiphany.  Character changes are best demonstrated.  If your character’s epiphany was an identity epiphany, in which he realized that he could not be a doormat any longer, then you will want him to take actions that show him improving upon his self-esteem and confronting people who have treated him carelessly.  Epiphanies mark a change of direction and path for your protagonist, and from the point of epiphany on you will want to show how that realization has changed him.

EPIPHANY MUSE POINTS
$ 
An epiphany should cause a protagonist to change.

$ 
Open this type of scene with your character anxious about the future or under stress.

$ 
Exert pressure and generally up the ante on your protagonist mid-scene to drive him toward epiphany.

$ 
End your scene just after the epiphany to let the reader and the protagonist digest it.

$ 
the epiphany should cause a change in the protagonist’s outlook and direction that will be demonstrated in future scenes.


CLIMACTIC SCENES
In fiction, the climax is the high point of all the action and drama in your narrative – where the events that began with the significant situation come to a roiling, intense head.  The result of the climax events will have the most dramatic impact on character change and will point you toward the ending (often called the denouement) of your narrative.  A climactic scene will be one of the most, if not the most, intense, dramatic, powerful scenes in your entire narrative.  That is the job of the climax.

You should have only one major climactic scene in your narrative, unless you have multiple narrators who each have their own climax to undergo (though you may want your multiple narrators to undergo the same climactic event, and just choose one person’s point of view through which to reveal it).  This is because once the climax is over, the job of the rest of your narrative is to resolve, tie up, and conclude what has taken place.  Crafting the finale of your novel is akin to picking through the wreckage after a fire and figuring out what’s left and how to proceed.

A successful climactic scene must have the following:

$ 
Opposing forces must now collide.  Your protagonist and antagonist (whether person, natural disaster or other) must meet and clash.

$ 
The climax event must be directly related to the significant situation.

$ 
Confrontation must be central.  Your protagonist must confront something or someone (this can be an inner confrontation in a more literary novel) so he can change or be changed.

$ 
The stakes should be very high: life and death, ties about to be severed, kingdoms on the verge of being lost. [Pat says, in a romance, the stakes are the loss of the one you love.]

Remember that the climax is also the point of no return.  Once your protagonist arrives here, there is no turning back; character and plot will be changed permanently.  Therefore, a climactic scene tends to fall toward the end of your narrative because there is a lot less to do after the climax.  In a literary novel, an epiphany scene can serve as the climactic scene – a character’s epiphany may be big enough to carry a climax.  The narrative will feel less urgent, less intense to the reader as you work to tie up remaining threads.

I think my final scenes in THE BILLIONAIRE AND HIS BOSS combined to form both epiphany and climactic scenes.  In fact, in most romance novels, this is true, unless it’s a combination of romance and suspense.  Here are the final scenes of THE BILLIONAIRE AND HIS BOSS:

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


P.J. would be glad when the day was over.  She'd always loved Christmas, but this Christmas had been hard for her.  Her composure had threatened to crack several times, especially during the family's traditional carol singing around the piano, and the effort to keep a smile on her face had exhausted her.


If only . . .


But all the if onlys in the world wouldn't change a thing.  Alex was no longer part of her life.  The sooner she was able to accept that gracefully, the better off she'd be.


"So do you have any plans for tomorrow?" Courtney said, coming over to where P.J. stood.


P.J. shrugged.  "I thought I might hit the sales."


"You?  Shopping?  Has hell frozen over?"


P.J. couldn't help laughing.  "I need some new workout clothes and I know the shopping is better here than it is in Jansen."


"How about if I come with you?"


"You don't really want to do that, do you?"


"Sure.  It'll be fun.  We can have lunch out, then shop till we drop.  Well, until I drop, anyway."


"Well . . . " P.J. didn't really want to make a day of it.  Yet what else did she have to do?


"I'll come by about eleven-thirty," Courtney said.  "Brad's on vacation.  He can stay home with the kids."  She grinned.  "Do him good."


Later, as P.J. prepared for bed, she thought about how much she loved Courtney.  And all her family.  Her mother got under her skin sometimes, but she still loved her.  Thinking about all the things she'd never have—a husband, children, grandchildren—she could feel herself getting weepy again.  This made her mad.  Stop that.  Moping around and feeling sorry for yourself does no one any good, especially not you.  Suck it up.  Act like an adult.

But it was so hard.


Much harder than she would ever have believed.


#


P.J. decided to wear something dressier than her standard pants and casual blouse.  So she unearthed a soft forest green wool skirt and paired it with an ivory cashmere sweater and high heeled boots.  Now she wouldn't embarrass Courtney, who even six months pregnant, always looked stylish.


P.J.'s parents had left the house about nine to attend a brunch and bridge party given by some friends, so P.J. and the housekeeper were the only ones home.  P.J. went downstairs to wait for Courtney and settled herself in the living room where she could look at the tree—a giant Douglas fir trimmed in gold and white.


If I ever have a tree, it'll be traditional, with all colors of balls and tinsel and multi-colored lights.  A real family-type tree.

Oh, God, she was pathetic.  She couldn't seem to make her mind go in a different direction.  Every single thought she'd had since coming home from Italy had somehow been tied to husbands, kids, families.


I wish I could have stayed there forever.

Restless, she got up and stood at the big bay window.  It was a pretty day outside—cold but sunny.  She was glad now that Courtney had suggested their day together.  As she watched, a silver SUV turned into the drive and slowly came up the hill toward the house.


P.J. frowned.  Who was coming?  She didn't recognize the truck.


A moment later, the SUV entered the circle in front of the house and came to a stop.  And a moment after that, the driver's side door opened and . . . oh, my God . . . it was Alex!  Sudden panic filled her.  And yet, as he got out of the SUV and walked to the door, she stood frozen at the window.  She couldn't take her eyes off of him.  Dressed in dark gray slacks and a matching sweater worn under a black suede jacket, he looked sophisticated and handsome and . . . wonderful.


Heart pounding, P.J. finally moved, went into the front hallway and, taking a deep breath, opened the door.  Please, God, let me be strong.  For long seconds, they simply looked at each other.


Then Alex smiled.  "Aren't you going to invite me in?"


P.J. licked her lips.  She was fiercely glad she had taken pains with her appearance today.  "What are you doing here, Alex?"


"I came because I have something to tell you, and afterwards—after we talk—I'm hoping you'll let me take you to lunch."


"I already have a lunch date."


"Courtney's not coming," he said softly.


P.J. tried not to let the shock she felt show on her face.  "You've talked to Courtney?"


"Are you going to make me stand out here all day?" he countered.


Mind whirling with the implications of what he'd revealed, P.J. stepped back and gestured him in.  "Let's go into the living room."  She led the way, all the while telling herself not to lose her cool.  But when I get my hands on Courtney, I'll kill her.

She deliberately chose one of the Queen Anne chairs on either side of the fireplace.  Alex, though, didn't sit.  Instead, absolutely shocking her, he dropped down on one knee in front of her.


"P.J.," he said, "I'm not going to waste time.  We've already wasted enough time.  I love you more than I thought I could ever love anyone, and I want you to be my wife.  Courtney told me about your fertility problem and it doesn't make one iota of difference to me.  I still want to marry you, and if we decide we want children, we'll adopt them.  Now I'm not moving and I'm not leaving until you say yes."


And then he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a velvet box.


She looked into his eyes and saw the truth of what he'd said.  And suddenly, the way she had too many times to count over the past week, she burst into tears.


Without a word, Alex stood and, taking P.J.'s hand, helped her to her feet.  Then, setting the Tiffany's box on the table beside her, he put his arms around her and kissed her.  And as P.J. responded, twining her arms around him and giving herself up to the kiss, she knew this was where she belonged, right here, with Alex, who really did love her after all.

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

A climactic scene should not come as a total surprise to the reader.  If anything, it may come as a relief, because scenes prior to this one should have increased in tension and suspense, and become more emotionally dramatic for your protagonist.

THE CLIMACTIC EVENT
The actual opening of your climactic scene can be handled in many ways.  Most climactic scenes get quickly to the action – after all, you’ve held the reader off for a long time already.  Don’t waste too much time setting up the opening; let things build fast.

The nature of a climactic scene is that it builds quickly and steadily toward the climax.  This is not a scene where you want to linger with a lot of exposition and inner thought, as what makes a climactic event is that it happens too fast to be stopped.  The best climactic scenes have all the elements working together: specific action; dialogue rather than interior monologue to convey what’s happening; setting details to balance the action, and to build atmosphere for the climactic event – details are good in a climactic scene because so much is at stake that you don’t want the reader to feel he missed anything – and emotional content – the protagonist’s feelings should be conveyed in some way, from fear to relief.

POST-CLIMACTIC EVENT
When the climactic scene is over, your work changes.  No longer do you have an imperative to drop in new plot information or create suspense.  The scenes that follow a climactic one are about resolutions, sorting through the aftermath of the event and determining where to go next, showing that your protagonist has changed.  You do want to be sure that all plot and character questions and threads are answered, however.

Here’s how I handled this in THE BILLIONAIRE AND HIS BOSS.

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


Eventually P.J. repaired her makeup and Alex took her to lunch.  He couldn't stop smiling, and it seemed, neither could she.  In fact, they spent a lot of time just looking at each other and smiling like fools.


But after lunch, Alex knew it was time to get serious.  "How would you feel about eloping?" he said.


"Eloping?"


"Yes."


"When?"


"Today."


"Today?"


He grinned.  "Are you going to repeat everything I say?"


She laughed sheepishly.  "I'm sorry."


God, she was adorable.  He loved everything about her.  Her wild red hair.  Those incredible blue eyes.  Her pale redhead skin with the smattering of freckles on her breastbone.  Her strong body.  Her stronger mind and convictions.  Her honesty and courage.  She was perfect.


"Here's what I thought we could do.  Fly to Vegas, get married tonight or tomorrow, depending on when we get the license, spend two nights there—the Bellagio is beautiful and I've already booked a suite—"


"Wait a minute," she said.  "You've already booked a suite?  Pretty damned confident, aren't you?"  She was trying to sound indignant, but her eyes and the laughter in them gave her away.


"I told you, I wasn't taking no for an answer.  Not this time."  He reached for her left hand.  The ring looked beautiful there, just like it had been made especially for her.  "Anyway, there's no waiting period in Nevada."  He smiled into her eyes.  "So what do you say?"


#


"I do," P.J. said.


"I do," Alex said.


"I now pronounce you husband and wife," the Justice of the Peace said.  He smiled at Alex.  "You may kiss your bride."


P.J., thrilled beyond measure, kissed Alex with all her heart.  The kiss lasted so long, the J.P. cleared his throat and said, "Ahem."


Laughing, Alex broke the kiss.  Then, arms around each other, they thanked the J.P. and his wife, who had been their witness, and said goodbye.


Ten minutes later, tucked into the back of a limousine, they held hands and kissed over and over again and marveled over the fact they really were Mr. and Mrs. Alexander Hunt.


Forever.


P.J. sighed.


She was the luckiest woman in the world.


Epilogue

New Year's Eve Day . . .

"Nervous?" Alex asked.


"A little," P.J. admitted.  "What do you think he'll say?"


"Don't know.  Really don't care."


But P.J. knew Alex did care what his father thought.  They were on their way to break the news that they were married.  Alex wouldn't admit it for the world, because he would never want her to think he regretted marrying her, but she knew he hoped his father would back down on their agreement and accept her as Alex's wife without penalizing either him or his brothers.


They didn't have long to wait.  They were almost to The Shack, as Alex wryly referred to his father's mansion overlooking Lake Washington.


P.J. had seen photos of the place, but even that didn't prepare her for the reality of its size.  It was mammoth.  "Holy cow," she said.  "Your father really lives here?"


"Afraid so.  It's disgustingly vulgar, isn't it?"


"Actually, it's beautiful, but who needs a place this big?"


"My sentiments exactly," Alex said.  He pulled into the front turnaround and parked there.


P.J. knew his father was expecting Alex.  He wasn't expecting her, because Alex had only said he was bringing someone with him and not who that someone was.  Would Harrison Hunt have guessed it might be a woman?  P.J. had no idea.  She had butterflies in her stomach as they climbed the shallow stone steps leading to the enormous carved double walnut entrance doors.


A young maid dressed in black and wearing a white apron opened the doors at Alex's ring.  She smiled tentatively.  She looked as scared as P.J. felt and like P.J., was pretending she wasn't.  P.J. gave her a sympathetic smile.  She imagined it might not be easy to work for Alex's father.


"Mr. Hunt is expecting you," the maid said.


"Thank you," Alex said.


They were shown into a very formal living room.  To P.J. the brocades and velvets and heavy dark furniture, the ornate paintings and many sculptures, seemed cold.  She almost shivered.  She knew Alex was feeling the same way.  Slipping her hand into his, she gave it a squeeze.  When he looked down at her and smiled, she whispered, "I love you."


"I love you, too."


They sat close together on one of the dark blue brocade sofas.  Alex kept a tight hold on her hand.


A moment later, footsteps sounded in the hallway, and seconds later, a very tall man entered the room.  P.J. would have recognized Harrison Hunt anywhere.  First of all, she'd seen numerous pictures of him.  Secondly, she'd always thought he bore an uncanny resemblance to the actor Jeff Goldblum.  Older, of course, but strikingly similar.


Alex, still holding her hand, rose at his father's entrance.


"Well, well," Harrison Hunt said.  "What have we here?"  He directed his laser-like gaze to P.J.


P.J. held herself tall, with her chin up.


"Dad," Alex said, "This is P.J."  He waited a beat.  "My wife."


If Harrison Hunt was surprised, he hid it well.  "Is that so?"


Extricating her hand from Alex's, P.J. stepped forward.  "Hello, Mr. Hunt."  She held out her right hand.


He took it, giving it a strong shake.  P.J. returned it in kind.  He examined her face carefully.  "And how long have you been married to my son?"


She smiled proudly.  "Three days."


"P.J.'s the daughter of Peter Prescott Kincaid," Alex said.  "I met her at our distribution center.  She manages the floor."


Finally Alex had managed to elicit a reaction from his father, for Harrison Hunt was visibly taken aback.  "You're Peter's daughter?"


"Yes," she said.


"And you work for me?"


"Yes."


"Why?"


"Because I wanted to succeed on my own merits, and because I don't like the corporate world."


A huge smile broke over the older man's face.  "I've known your father for many years.  He's a good man."


"Yes, he is."


Clapping Alex on the back, Harrison said, "This calls for champagne.  Has Cornelia met your bride yet?"


"We're going over there when we leave here," Alex said, "but first, we have something else to tell you.  You may not like this, but whether you do or not makes no difference to me . . . to us."


Alex's father frowned.


P.J. took a deep breath.  This was something she needed to do.  "I know about Alex's and his brothers' agreement with you, Mr. Hunt.  Unfortunately, I probably cannot have children.  I wish I could, but several specialists have said there's only a slim chance I can ever become pregnant."


Alex put his arm around her.  "It doesn't matter to me.  We intend to adopt."


Hearing the firm commitment in his voice, P.J. knew she had never loved him more than she did at this moment.


"How you build your family isn't important to me, either," Harrison said.  "I'm just glad you want one."  His smile was rueful.  "And I hope you'll be a much better father to your children than I was to you."


Alex's smile was slow in coming, and P.J. heard the catch in his voice as he said, "You did your best."


"It wasn't good enough," Harrison said.  He turned his gaze to P.J.  "You'll keep him on the straight and narrow, though, won't you?"


P.J. chuckled.  "Absolutely."


"Come here, my dear," Harrison said.  "Let me give you a proper hug.  And welcome to our family."


After a warm hug and kiss on the cheek, Harrison said, "Let's go into my study.  We'll have our champagne there and you can tell me all about yourself, P.J.  And Alex?  Nothing you've told me today affects the foundation or your brothers.  As far as I'm concerned, you've fulfilled your part of our bargain."  He smiled at P.J. again.  "And I'd say you've fulfilled it extremely well."


Later, as they drove away, P.J. said, "Alex, since you didn't buy me a Christmas present . . . " She held up her left hand so she could see her rings sparkle in the sunlight.  "Engagement and wedding rings don't count . . . there's something I really want."


Smiling over at her, Alex said, "Anything.  Just name it."


"I want you to take me to meet your mother.  I think it's time you mended that fence, too, don't you?"


He didn't answer for a few seconds, and she thought he was going to say no.


"I won't take no for an answer," she teased.  "I'll keep after you until you finally say yes."


"You won't have to," he finally said, tenderness and love in his voice.  "You know what?  Today, listening to my father, seeing how he's trying to change, I thought the same thing.  It's past time to forgive my mother.  Way past time."


And that was the moment P.J. knew that no matter what life might throw at them in the future, they would be able to handle it.


They were a team.


For better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, till death do them part, they were a team.

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

CLIMACTIC SCENE MUSE POINTS
$ 
Use as many of the elements of a scene as possible to build a well-rounded, complex climactic event: action, dialogue, setting details, emotional content, dramatic tension.

$ 
Each protagonist will have only one climactic scene.

$ 
The climax event must be directly related to the significant situation.

$ 
The climax is a point of no return that must change your protagonist permanently in some way.

$ 
Keep the stakes high.

$ 
The climactic scene is the high point of action and drama – all scenes that follow it will be slower and more reflective, and contain less action.

HOMEWORK: (Optional) Write the climactic scene you envision for your WIP and let us see it.
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