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Dialogue is conversation — nothing more, nothing less. How hard do we really think about the conversations in which we engage on a daily basis? How difficult do we make them? How much stress do we create for ourselves trying to make sure we pronounce every word correctly, say exactly what we mean, use the tone that reveals or hides our true feelings, arrange our body so it lines up with what we're saying, make sure we're giving the other person a chance to talk so we're not giving speeches… I'm exhausted just thinking about it. Of course we don't stress out this way when we're just standing on the sidewalk talking to a neighbor. But we do it when we're creating dialogue for our characters, which is what makes writing dialogue so very difficult.
But it's not difficult. We make it difficult.
That's my premise for this book. My goal is to break down the process of writing dialogue so it becomes more natural for writers, as natural as breathing and talking — two things we've been doing ever since we were born. Yes, we were talking as soon as we were breathing; we just didn't have the words. Just like we don't now breathe the way we naturally should (many of us walk around holding our breath), we also usually don't talk the way we'd like to be heard, so when we sit down to re-create dialogue we start thinking too hard about it and become paralyzed.
Somewhere along the line, someone tried to teach us how we should talk and then we learned how. We were praised for talking correctly and criticized for talking incorrectly.
“Mom, you don't have to yell, I can hear you.”
“Don't use that tone with me, young man.”
“Can I have more potatoes?”
“No, Susie, it's may I have more potatoes?”
“He's a dork, Mom.”
“Don't call people names — it's not nice.”
So here we are. We think we know how to talk correctly, so we don't worry about it so much in everyday conversation. But when we actually sit down to re-create dialogue on the page, suddenly we feel a lot of self-doubt and are faced with our own inadequacies. Maybe the real question we're asking at an unconscious level is not, “Can I write dialogue?” but “Am I talking correctly?” I don't know for sure, but I do know that we can make this process easier by doing something a little “zenny”: When we're about to write a piece of dialogue, any dialogue, we must remember to forget.
Forget what?
That we're writing dialogue. We must slip inside of our characters and become them. From inside of our characters, we begin speaking. In the book Finding Your Writer's Voice: A Guide to Creative Fiction, authors Thaisa Frank and Dorothy Wall tell us this: “Great impersonators throw aside their own way of talking and take on the voice of another. As you work with character, letting yourself become possessed by this person, you want to abandon the automatic voice in your head that offers dialogue as you would speak it, and become the voice of this other person.” Okay, it sounds like channeling. We've gone from Zen to New Age. Call it what you want — it works.
I've been writing dialogue for many years. I struggle with description, setting, and plot, but I seldom struggle with dialogue. I didn't know writers struggled with dialogue until I started coaching writers and heard them express their fears of not doing it “right.”
I'm here to tell you there is no “right” way — I don't care what you've heard from other writing instructors and read in other writing books. There is only your way. Yours is the “right” way. And your job as writer is to learn to access the voice inside of yourself that you need for a particular piece of dialogue, no matter who's speaking it. Sure, you can do research, read books like this one, watch movies, and listen to how folks on the street talk. But ultimately, our characters come from somewhere inside of us, and if we want to be true to ourselves and our characters, whether fictional or real, we have to start giving them a voice.
As I prepared to write this book, I began to explore why dialogue has always come easily for me. I realized that it's because at a very early age, when I began to read fiction, I became the characters I was reading about. I slipped into their heads, only to emerge when I'd finished the story. When I started to write my own stories at the tender age of nine, I had formed a useful writing habit: I became my characters. I easily slipped into my characters, speaking from inside their heads. I was all of them — the sane to the insane, the kind to the brutal, the boring to the quirky.
You may wonder, “But how do I do that? How do I slip inside of my characters? How does that work, practically speaking? I'll be answering these questions in the following pages. You see, once we understand that our characters are not outside of us but within us, it takes the mystery out of how to write dialogue for any character. If we pull our characters up from inside of us instead of approach them from the outside, writing dialogue becomes an organic process.
Writing dialogue is simply giving a voice to the characters that live inside of us. I don't mean to make this sound spooky — you don't have to go into a dark room and turn around three times while repeating, “I love green eggs and ham.”
All you have to do is want to write authentic dialogue. And when you let yourself do that, you'll discover the satisfaction in writing the kind of dialogue that delivers your character's true voice to the reader.
I have news for you. Not only is there no “right” way to write dialogue, and not only does writing dialogue not have to be as difficult as we like to make it, but writing dialogue can actually be fun.
My twofold mission in this book is: (1) to equip you with specific literary tools that will help you remember to forget that you're writing dialogue, which in turn will cause you to relax so your character's dialogue will emerge from who that character is, rather than from your personal agenda for the story, and (2) to remind you over and over again that the art of writing dialogue can be a lot of fun and is learned by exercising your freedom to color outside of the lines.
You'll find that this book will become your best friend on the journey to remember to forget you're writing dialogue and in your intention to no longer struggle but have fun learning to access the many voices inside of you.

1
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You're at the bookstore browsing through the fiction section. You're perusing titles, grabbing books off the shelf and skimming the back cover copy, then finally leafing through the novels one by one. Whether it's conscious or unconscious, guess what you're looking for.
Space. The eye is naturally drawn to space. Plenty of white space on each page. In a nonfiction book, that may mean text broken up with a subhead or sidebar here and there. In a novel that means dialogue.
Do you remember those novels teachers made us read in high school?
Great Expectations. Madame Bovary. Lord of the Flies. Page after page of blocks of text. Long passages of boring narrative.
Dialogue not only creates space on the page, which is visually appealing, but it's also what brings characters to life in a story, which is emotionally appealing. We're much more interested in a story's setting when it comes through a scene of dialogue. Dialogue reveals the characters' motives and opposing agendas. Our characters' tense words let readers know where our characters are internally and create suspense for what's ahead in the story. The onset of a dialogue scene immediately propels the story into high gear. Through dialogue, we can give readers a very real sense of a story's setting. If done well, dialogue can even communicate the story's theme. Effective dialogue delivers all of these things to eager readers. This is the kind of dialogue we, as writers, want to create.
How?
In later chapters, we'll explore how to create the kind of dialogue that succeeds at all of the above, but for right now, it's enough to try to understand what we owe our readers when we engage them in a scene of dialogue. We need to understand what it looks like to create dialogue that delivers before we can learn how to actually make it happen.
Effective dialogue, the kind of dialogue that connects with readers and makes them care about our characters and their struggles, can accomplish many purposes simultaneously. Let's take a look at them one by one.
CHARACTERIZES/REVEALS MOTIVES
We introduce our characters to our readers through dialogue. Dialogue combined with facial expressions and body language indicates to readers who our characters are. In real life, this is how we get to know one another. We start interacting. Sometimes this goes well, sometimes it doesn't. Through dialogue, we decide if we like someone or not. This is also how our readers decide if they like our characters. As they listen to them and watch them interact with each other, they decide if these are good guys or bad guys or a combination. It's in our power to evoke positive or negative feelings in our readers for our characters through the dialogue we create for them.
When a character speaks in a controlled tone, every word clipped and enunciated clearly, it could be that he's right on the edge, momentarily suppressing a ton of internal rage. On the other hand, if a character's voice is warm and inviting, this could reveal an internal sense of security and well-being. A character who rattles off words faster than the speed of light could be running away from himself, and a character who talks painfully slow may be unsure of himself, experiencing depression, or lacking in social skills.
Every one of your characters is driven by something — they all have agendas, motives, and reasons for what they want in your story. In some sense, motive is the most important element in a story because it drives the character from the inside to go after what he wants. It's the impetus behind and the reason for his goal. Without motive, there's no story. That's how important it is. Let's say you're writing a children's story. The protagonist's goal could be to win the spelling bee. The motive? To earn her father's approval. This could also be an adult story. The goal would be different, but the motive could be the same.
The most effective way to reveal your characters' motives is through their own mouths. Again, in real life, we do this all the time. I remember a friend once telling me that another person had insinuated she had done something rude. “I don't want everyone to think I'm not nice,” she told me.
Right away I knew that it wasn't that my friend actually cared if she was nice or not; what she cared about was how others perceived her. What she cared about was her image. I'm not making a value judgment here. I don't have to. She opened her own mouth and revealed her motive herself — wanting others to think well of her. We do it all the time. Whenever your characters open their mouths, they start telling the truth about what's motivating them. This is what you want to do. This is good. You want your dialogue to deliver your characters' motives to your reader. Again, this is how your reader is signaled as to how to feel about your characters. Motives, even more than behavior, reveal whom our characters are deep down inside because behavior is external and motives are internal. Effective dialogue brings up who our characters are at their core. It's powerful stuff.
The following scene of dialogue shows the motives of the antagonist, Sean Dillon, in Jack Higgins' novel Eye of the Storm. Dillon is a terrorist, has been one for twenty years, and “he hasn't seen the inside of a cell once,” according to KGB agent Josef Makeev. After going undercover and trying unsuccessfully to catch Dillon, Makeev discusses the terrorist, who was also once an actor, with another KGB agent, Michael Aroun.
“As I said, he's never been arrested, not once, and unlike many of his IRA friends, he never courted media publicity. I doubt if there's a photo of him anywhere except for the odd boyhood snap.”
“What about when he was an actor?”
“Perhaps, but that was twenty years ago, Michael.”
“And you think he might undertake this business if I offer him enough money?”
“No, money alone has never been enough for this man. It always has to be the job itself where Dillon is concerned. How can I put it? How interesting it is. This is a man to whom acting was everything. What we are offering him is a new part. The Theatre of the Street perhaps, but still acting.” He smiled as the Mercedes joined the traffic moving around the Arc de Triomphe. “Let's wait and see. Wait until we hear from Rashid.”
A character won't always admit his own motives in conversation with others, usually because he doesn't even know himself why he does what he does. This is often especially true of the antagonist. So having other characters talk about the antagonist's motives is an effective way to show the antagonist's motivation.
SETS THE MOOD IN THE STORY
Every story, no matter what kind, evokes emotion in the reader. Or it should, if you want to hold your reader's attention. The story's emotional pull ultimately creates the story's mood. The mood, the emotion, is what keeps pulling at the reader, compelling her to keep turning the pages. The mood can be setting. It can be the characters and their motives. It can be how quickly or slowly the plot moves.
Dialogue is a tool you can use to create your story's mood. In a mystery or horror story, the dialogue should evoke fear in the reader. In a romance, we're looking for that warm, fuzzy dialogue that budding love brings. In a mainstream or literary story, it may be one of any number of atmospheres we want to create and emotions we want to evoke as we go about creating a scene of dialogue. When characters are interacting, they're exchanging feelings. As the writer, you're in charge of creating the story's mood. Certainly, sometimes the mood just kind of evolves as our characters start talking, but you can also direct the dialogue so you're controlling the mood.
In Anna Quindlen's first-person novel One True Thing, the relationship between the protagonist, Ellen Gulden, and her father, the antagonist, George Gulden, is a hostile one. He has convinced Ellen to come and be her mother's caretaker as she wastes away from cancer. Ellen grudgingly agrees, and her attitude toward this task quickly becomes the story's mood. In the following scene of dialogue, we begin to see just what her attitude is.
“Ellen, there is no reason for the two of us to be at cross-purposes. Your mother needs help. You love her. So do I.”
“Show it,” I said.
“Pardon me!”
“Show it. Show up. Do you grieve? Do you care? Do you ever cry? And how did you let her get to this point in the first place? When she first felt sick, why didn't you force her to go to the doctor?”
“Your mother is a grown woman,” he said.
“Sure she is. But wasn't it really that you didn't want your little world disrupted, that you needed her around to keep everything running smoothly? Just like now you need me around because she can't. You bring me here and drop me down in the middle of this mess and expect me to turn into one kind of person when I'm a completely different kind and to be a nurse and a friend and a confidante and a housewife all rolled up in one.”
“Don't forget being a daughter. You could always be a daughter.”
“Oh, Papa, don't try to make me feel guilty.”
As the story progresses, we watch the plot events transform Ellen, and by the end of the story she's a different person. But this is the mood that permeates the story, and the author often uses dialogue to bring it out.
INTENSIFIES THE STORY CONFLICT
We can use dialogue to keep raising the stakes for our protagonist, to keep him in hot water, to keep propelling the story forward. Your character has a goal. He wants something — desperately. In the movie ET, we remember one line vividly: “ET phone home.” This one line of dialogue — three words — contains the essence of what ET is all about. This little creature just wanted to go back home. Desperately.
Now, it's up to you to keep throwing obstacles at your protagonist to keep him from easily getting what she wants. These obstacles come from within and without the character. The other characters come against your protagonist. The protagonist sabotages herself. This is called story conflict, and you can reveal it and keep intensifying it through dialogue. You want to use dialogue to keep reminding the reader just how desperate your character is to achieve her goal.
Every scene of dialogue, in some way, needs to move the story conflict forward. We need to be in a different place at the end of a scene of dialogue than we were at the beginning. The situation should grow continually worse every time our characters open their mouths to talk to one another. Our protagonist is becoming more desperate. Our antagonist seems surer of victory; we know because of the confidence we give to his tone of voice. Our supporting characters keep reminding our protagonist of his goal, of where he's headed on the Hero's Journey. This is dialogue that does not stand still but moves the story forward with each scene.
In Jude Deveraux's romantic suspense novel High Tide, the protagonist, Fiona, is being set up for murder. A businesswoman, she is visiting her wealthy client, Roy Hudson, on his boat, when he starts hitting on her. She fights him off, eventually falling into an exhausted sleep on the boat and waking up in the middle of the night with his body on top of hers — his very dead body. The hero, Ace Montgomery, and Ellen are talking about the murder in the following scene of dialogue.
She took a deep breath. “I want to know what's going on,” she said as calmly as she could. “I am wanted for murder. The newspaper —”
“No, we are wanted for murder.” He'd put the frozen packages back into the freezer and was now looking in the cupboards. “You know how to make pancakes?”
At that Fiona put her arms straight down to her sides, her hands in fists, opened her mouth, and let out a scream.
Ace had his hand over her mouth before she'd let an ounce of air escape her lungs. “What the hell do you think you're doing?” he demanded. “If someone heard you, they might investigate.” Slowly, he removed his hand and nodded toward the countertop in the kitchen. “Now sit down while I make breakfast.”
She didn't move. “So help me, if you don't tell me what's going on, I'll scream my head off.”
“You really do have trouble with anger, don't you? Have you thought of seeing a counselor?”
At that Fiona opened her mouth again, but this time he didn't move. Instead, he just looked at her speculatively.
Closing her mouth, Fiona narrowed her eyes at him. “So why aren't we at the police station, Mr. Do-Gooder? Just hours ago you were telling me that I couldn't be a fugitive from justice, that I had to turn myself over to the police. But now that you're also accused, we're hiding.”
“You want blueberries in your pancakes?”
“I want some answers!” she shouted at him.
Since this is a romantic suspense, Deveraux has to do double duty in intensifying the conflict in each scene; she has both the plot — the murder — and the relationship between the hero and the heroine to develop. This scene works well on both levels as Fiona is screaming at Ace to give her some answers about the murder — she's scared to death at being a suspect — while furious at him for not being more direct with her. As you probably know, when writing romance, the hero and heroine often start out intensely disliking each other. A scene of dialogue showing this is a lot more fun than the protagonist simply telling us from inside her head.
CREATES TENSION AND SUSPENSE
As a writing coach, I have worked with hundreds of fiction and nonfiction writers over the years, and the weakness I see most often in scenes of dialogue is the lack of tension and suspense. Nothing is at stake. The characters are just chatting about something or other. Making small talk. Having a tea party. Ho-hum.
Dialogue's purpose, and there is no exception to this, is to create tension in the present and build suspense for what's to come. As a fiction writer, you want to remember this. No matter what kind of scene you're writing, no matter the genre, tension and suspense must be included, most often at the core of the scene. Successful authors know this. Robin Cook, the author of a number of successful medical mysteries, is such an author. His stories are full of tense dialogue scene after tense dialogue scene. The following excerpt is one from his novel Fatal Cure. It illustrates the kind of tension and suspense in a dialogue scene that grabs the reader by the gut so she couldn't stop reading even if the house was on fire.
The protagonist, Angela, is on a personal mission to find a killer. The reason this is personal for her is because her husband, David, has just discovered a body buried in the basement of the house they recently moved into. Prior to this scene, she confronted the Chief of Police about what she sees as incompetence and indifference in the police's search to find a suspect.
“Don't you dare paint me as an hysterical female,” Angela said as she got into the car.
“Baiting the local chief of police like that certainly isn't rational,” David said. “Remember, this is a small town. We shouldn't be making enemies.”
“A person was brutally murdered, the body dumped in our basement, and the police don't seem too interested in finding out who did it. You're willing to let it rest at that?”
“As deplorable as Hodges' death was,” David said, “it doesn't involve us. It's a problem that should be left up to the authorities.”
“What?” Angela cried. “The man was beaten to death in our house, in our kitchen. We're involved whether you want to admit it or not, and I want to find out who did it. I don't like the idea of the murderer walking around this town, and I'm going to do something about it. The first thing is we should learn more about Dennis Hodges.”
Cook creates tension in this scene by pitting Angela and David against each in their different approaches to how this case should be handled. The suspense comes from Angela's determination to do something about the murderer walking around her town. She has spoken her commitment out loud and we know she means what she says. She's going to do something and we'll keep reading to find out what she does.
Effective dialogue always, always delivers tension.
Just for Fun
Take a notebook and go to the mall or a park or a café and eavesdrop on a conversation. Chances are, it will pretty mundane, as is. Now write a scene of dialogue, giving the conversation you just heard a purpose.
SPEEDS UP YOUR SCENES
As storytellers, we have a number of writing tools at our disposal — narration, action, description, and dialogue, to name a few. When you're considering how to pace a story, description and narration will move it slowly, steadily, and easily along. Action and dialogue will speed it up — dialogue even more than action. When characters start talking, the story starts moving. Usually. There are always the dull chatting scenes I mentioned above. But we're talking here about effective dialogue — dialogue that delivers.
Dialogue is a way to control the pace of our stories. Getting back to Angela and David — in this scene, David is talking to his daughter about the body he discovered in the basement. The first paragraph is a narrative one and moves more slowly than the scene of dialogue that follows.
When it was almost seven Angela asked David if he would take Caroline and Arni home. David was happy to do it, and Nikki came along. After the two children had been dropped off, David was glad for the moments alone with his daughter. First, they talked about school and her new teacher. Then he asked her if she thought much about the body discovered in the basement.
“Some,” Nikki said.
“How does it make you feel?” David asked.
“Like I don't want to ever go in the basement again.”
“I can understand that,” David said. “Last night when I was getting firewood I felt a little scared.”
“You did?”
“Yup,” David said. “But I have a little plan that might be fun and it might help. Are you interested?”
“Yeah!” Nikki said with enthusiasm. “What?”
“You can't tell anybody,” David said.
“Okay,” Nikki promised.
David outlined his plan as they continued home. “What do you say?” he asked once he had finished.
“I think it's cool,” Nikki said.
“Remember, it's a secret,” David said.
“Cross my heart.”
In the narrative paragraph that follows this scene, David goes into the house and makes a phone call, and we learn that he's experienced some distress about two of his patients who had previously died. Here things slow down as the author begins feeding us necessary information in narrative. The narrative slows the story back down after the scene of dialogue. What makes dialogue move more quickly than narrative? It's the quick back-and-forth of the character's words to one another, like a tennis ball being batted back and forth across the court.
It's obvious which part of the above excerpt moves more quickly. Of course, there are times when you want a scene to move more slowly, so I'm not saying that it's always best to use dialogue. But when you need to speed up a scene, this is its purpose. This is what it will do for you.
ADDS BITS OF SETTING/BACKGROUND
Do you ever find it difficult to get the setting and background into your story in an interesting way? Here dialogue comes to the rescue once again.
As writers, we have a tendency to want to use narrative to set up every scene for the reader before the action starts, which is unnecessary. Once the action in a scene is rolling along, you can use dialogue to throw in what you need us to know at that moment about the setting and story background. In Joyce Carol Oates' novel We Were the Mulvaneys, Patrick, the viewpoint character in this scene, and his sister, Marianne, haven't seen each other for a few years. He has just asked her how she did in college and she's told him she had to take a couple of incompletes. Listen to how Marianne describes the town she now lives in, Kilburn, and later how the author slips in a few details of the current setting, Patrick's room.
“Well —” Marianne squirmed, pulling at her spiky hair. “Things sort of came up. Suddenly.”
“What kind of things?”
“An emergency at the Co-op, just after Thanksgiving. Aviva who was assistant store manager got sick —”
“Store? What store?”
“Oh Patrick, I must have told you — didn't I? In Kilburn, in town, we have a Green Isle outlet. We sell preserves, fresh preserves, fresh produce in the summer, baked goods — my zucchini-walnut bread is one of the favorites. I —”
“And you work in the store? How many hours a week?”
Marianne dipped her head, avoiding Patrick's interrogative gaze. “We don't think in terms of hours — exactly,” she said. She was sitting on Patrick's sofa (not an item from home, part of the dull spare slightly shabby furnishings of the apartment) while Patrick sat facing her, in a rather overbearing position, on his desk chair, his right ankle balanced on his left knee in a posture both relaxed and aggressive.
Thinking Pinch-style I have a right to ask, who else will ask if I don't?
“What terms do you think in, then?”
“The Green Isle Co-op isn't — a formally run organization, like a business.
It's more like a — well, a family. People helping each other out. From each what he or she can give; to each, as he or she requires.”
Here we get a sense of who the town is as a character as well as some physical details. Setting and background can actually be made interesting when incorporated into a dialogue scene. The reader experiences the setting through the viewpoint character's observations, and depending on the character, this could prove very interesting indeed. As long as there's tension, of course.
COMMUNICATES THE THEME
In his memoir On Writing, Stephen King writes: “When you write a book, you spend day after day scanning and identifying the trees. When you're done, you have to step back and look at the forest…it seems to me that every book — at least every one worth reading — is about something.”
This something is better known as theme. What's your story about? What do you want your story to say to your reader? In its simplest form, theme is your story's conflict and resolution.
Theme is something we need to weave through our stories in bits and pieces, letting it pop up here and there to reveal what the story is all about. Dialogue is definitely a fiction element that pops everything up and out. When characters are talking, whispering, shouting, hissing, grumbling, sneering, or moaning, the reader is listening. If you can sneak your theme into the dialogue, your reader will hear it in a way that it can't be heard in narrative.
Back to One True Thing for a moment. The author, Anna Quindlen, is an expert at writing about something in this novel and weaves the theme all through the narrative in the story. Toward the end of the novel, when Ellen is on the stand for her mother's murder, the author uses dialogue to bring it out once more. The prosecutor has just asked her if she loved her mother. This is her answer:
“The easy answer is yes. But it's too easy just to say that when you're talking about your mother. It's so much more than love — it's, it's everything, isn't it?” as though somehow they would all nod. “When someone asks you where you come from, the answer is your mother.” My hands were crossed on my chest now, and the woman in the blue suit turned her rings. “When your mother's gone, you've lost your past. It's so much more than love. Even when there's no love, it's so much more than anything else in your life. I did love my mother, but I didn't know how much until she was gone.”
This isn't the entire theme, but certainly one important part of it, and when Ellen speaks these words, the reader knows exactly what she's talking about because the themes in our lives are universal. Dialogue is not only a faster and more effective way to communicate the theme than to use long paragraphs of dry exposition, but it's also more emotional, up-front, and personal with the reader. You have to be careful, of course, that the characters aren't simply preaching and moralizing to each other just to make sure the reader gets your message. If you have a philosophy or idea you want to get across in your book — and you should — then it's perfectly natural to have your characters discussing this idea. If the theme is woven in other ways throughout other scenes, your characters' dialogue about it in any one scene will feel natural. Use dialogue to convey your story's theme to your reader.
We will cover all of the above in more detail in future chapters. There's a lot to learn about how to get your dialogue to deliver in a way that engages your reader at an emotional level.
But before we get into the nuts and bolts of writing dialogue, there are a few fears we should dispel so you feel free to bring your characters onstage and let them loose to be their authentic selves. We'll deal with these fears in the next chapter.
EXERCISES
The following exercises are designed to give you the opportunity to practice the purposes of dialogue and release the voice inside of yourself through fictional characters.
EXERCISE 1
Characterizes/reveals motives. Consider the background of both your protagonist and antagonist. Write a scene where both of them show up and have to talk to each other, whether they want to or not. In this scene, find a way to insert a bit of motivation into the dialogue so we have sympathy for both characters.
EXERCISE 2
Sets the mood in the story. Place two characters in a setting that will enhance the story's mood. A dark, creepy alley in a horror story, a bright island beach in a romance, or you might want to reverse these for something different — a dark alley in a romance or an island beach in a horror story. Write a scene of dialogue focusing on the mood/emotion you want to convey in the overall story.
EXERCISE 3
Intensifies the story conflict. Two characters are arguing about the moral issues concerning abortion, or the death penalty, or assisted suicide, or another hot topic of your choosing. Write a scene of dialogue that intensifies the conflict between these two characters. Show the conflict escalating as they continue to argue.
EXERCISE 4
Creates tension and suspense. Two characters are in a fender bender. One, the antagonist, has yet to get a learner's permit and was taking the family car out for a joyride without insurance. Write a scene of dialogue that's full of tension and suspense for what's ahead for both characters.
EXERCISE 5
Speeds up your scenes. Find a bit of ponderous narrative in one of your own story scenes and transition into dialogue, using it to speed up the scene. Resist using much narrative or action; try to create most of the scene using just dialogue so you can discover how dialogue quickly speeds up the pace in a scene. If you're not far enough into a story of your own, complete this exercise with a novel on your bookshelf.
EXERCISE 6
Adds bits of setting/background. Find a line of dialogue, either in something you've written or in a novel you've read, that reveals the story's setting. If it's out of another author's novel, study how the writer managed to insert bits of the setting into the dialogue to make it seem like a natural part of the discussion between the characters.
EXERCISE 7
Communicates the theme. Pull at least three novels off your bookshelf and see if you can find a line or two of dialogue that communicates the story's theme. If you can't find anything, create a line of dialogue that clearly conveys what you believe the story to be about.
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[image: illustration] [ MUTE CHARACTERS AND STORIES — ABOLISHING YOUR FEARS ]
“Are you planning to use any dialogue in your novel?” As a writing coach, this is the first time I'd ever had to ask a writer this question. New writers often use too much dialogue, but seldom none at all.
“Well, sure.” Carol shifted uncomfortably as she studied her manuscript.
“We're into the third chapter and all of the characters are passing each other without speaking.” I'd already noticed this in previous readings of the first couple of Carol's novel chapters, but we were working on other things and I hadn't gotten around to mentioning it.
“Yeah, well, I know I have to get it in there pretty soon.” She flipped a few pages over. “I have a question about where the comma goes in this one sentence on page five.”
I'm not a therapist, but I knew Carol was avoiding the subject of dialogue — again. She never wanted to talk about it. Turns out when I finally did make her talk about it that she was scared of dialogue. Afraid that when her characters started talking, they would sound stupid, not at all profound and mysterious as she imagined them to be in her mind. She didn't want to dispel their mysteriousness by letting them open their mouths and make fools out of themselves and especially out of her. This is the first time I got anyone to admit this, but I have a feeling it's a common problem with both nonfiction and fiction writers. I've noticed that nonfiction writers avoid dialogue most of the time because they don't feel like they have to use it. Fiction writers know at some point they have to use it, but they do so with great trepidation.
Writing dialogue happens to be something I've always enjoyed. Part of the reason for this, I suspect, is that I tend to create and write about characters much like myself. I haven't taken a lot of risks in my fiction — creating stories I couldn't live, creating characters I couldn't be. I can appreciate the fear around dialogue, especially if you have to work with characters with dialect or speech impediments or who live in another world you've never experienced, whether real as in another part of the planet or on another planet altogether as in science fiction or fantasy.
Since the premise of this book is to learn to release the voice within us and create dialogue that delivers our story to the reader, no matter what kind of character we're creating, we have to first begin to understand the hindrances, conscious and unconscious, that keep us from plunging right in and doing it. We have fears about dialogue that handicap us and keep us from relaxing while we're writing, misconceptions that create pressure to do it “right.” And that's where the paralysis comes in that Carol experienced. The good news is that bringing these fears and misconceptions out into the open allows us to see them for what they are and determine to not be driven by them any longer. Good writing of any kind, whether we're writing dialogue, exposition, action, or description, can happen only when we're relaxed and not worrying about the mechanics. That's the purpose of this book — to help you relax by showing you how you can become more comfortable with your voice and to teach you the mechanics so you can practice and make them automatic.
Natalie Goldberg tells us in Writing Down the Bones, “Don't think. Don't get logical.” She goes on to say that “…the aim is to burn through to first thoughts, to the place where energy is unobstructed by social politeness or the internal censor, to the place where you are writing about what your mind actually sees and feels, not what it thinks it should see or feel.”
Our fears and misconceptions prevent us from burning through to first thoughts. When we're full of fear, we have no choice but to write out of what our fear brings up. The flow of energy Natalie is talking about is blocked, so we can't write about what our mind “actually sees and feels.” The only way to defuse our fears is to bring them out into the open — so let's get started.
IDENTIFYING YOUR FEARS
Following is a list of our most common fears concerning dialogue.
•What if I let my character talk and he sounds stupid, not at all how I want my reader to perceive him?
•What if my characters start talking and they all sound the same?
•What if my characters don't sound like my reader expects them to?
•What if my dialogue sounds flat and boring and doesn't do anything to move the story forward?
•What if my dialogue sounds stilted and formal, and the reader can tell I'm trying to write dialogue rather than just letting my characters talk?
•What if I let my characters start talking and they run away with the scene?
•What if I don't put enough narrative in and the reader can't follow the dialogue? Worse yet, what if I put too much in and slow the dialogue way down?
You'll notice that all of the above fears start with “What if…” That's the nature of fear. It's always about something that might, that could happen, never what necessarily will happen.
Be honest. Have you ever experienced at least one of these fears when you're about to launch into a dialogue scene? The purpose of this book is to make you so comfortable with writing dialogue that there will be no place for fear. Once you're comfortable and relaxed, you'll find that fear will no longer be present.
I've always found that the best way to deal with fear of any kind is to face it straight on. So let's take the above fears and look at them one by one to defuse their power over us.
That whether your characters sound stupid or not, which is purely sub mute What if I let my character talk and he sounds stupid, not at all like I want my reader to perceive him? Okay, what if he does? There is more than one way you can look at this if it really happens, which it seldom does. Our characters don't often sound as stupid as we think they do. It's usually our perception of how they sound that's the problem. The real issue could be that we fear we sound stupid when we talk, so we project that fear onto our characters. But people just talk — sometimes saying stupid things and sometimes saying brilliant things. Do you know anyone who talks brilliantly 100 percent of the time? Or stupidly 100 percent of the time? Sometimes I amaze myself, I say such profound things. Other times I sound like the dumbest character on Saturday Night Live. What's my point?
That whether your characters sounds stupid or not, which is purely subjective, they have to keep talking. Because that's what characters do.
Characters in a novel talk.
You have to know your characters well. Let's say you've created a tough guy. You perceive him as tough and you want your reader to perceive him that way. You want your protagonist and your reader to be scared of this dude. Yet he comes onstage and sounds like Elmer Fudd: “Where is that wabbit anyway?” Sure, this is probably the worst it could get, but we're going for the worst scenario possible here. You have three options: (1) You fire him and create a new antagonist, someone who really is tough, (2) you let him provide the comic relief for the story, or (3) you stop drinking when you're writing because you write crap when you do.
Even worse, what if you suspect that your characters might sound stupid but you're not absolutely sure? First, try reading your dialogue out loud. If that doesn't work, try reading it to another person, preferably another writer. Another “cool” writer. Cool people always know when other people sound stupid. I'm only half kidding here. It's kind of a sixth sense.
All jokes aside, I understand that this is a serious problem, but it's not the end of the world. We can fix all of this stuff in the second draft. Keep writing.
What if my characters start talking and they all sound the same? This can be a real problem. Sometimes I wish I were an actor and had to worry about being only one character. When you have to be ten people at once, sometimes all in the same scene, well, it's schizophrenic, and you're in danger of your characters all sounding the same, unless you know each of your characters on an intimate level. After all, you're the one writing this story. It's your voice. You only have one voice.
At least that's what we think. Have you ever gotten mad at your kids?
Made love? Worked in corporate America? Is your voice the same for all of these situations? I didn't think so. You can play different roles and your voice is just a little adjusted for all of them. Not your personality — your voice. This is what you have to understand in order to create all of these different characters and make sure they don't all sound the same.
When you sit down to write, you're in one character's head — hopefully, that of your viewpoint character. But you still have to jump around and play every role in the scene when you're actually writing. You have to do what works for you. I heard Barbara Kingsolver on the Oprah Winfrey Show talk about how she wrote The Poisonwood Bible five times, each time from a different character's point of view. Now, that's some serious writing, to make sure she knew each of her characters and how they viewed the situation in her story. I don't suggest you go to that extreme, but do whatever you have to do. If you just can't get into a character's head, then go hang out with someone like your character long enough so you can adapt your voice and make it authentically that character's. You might want to try writing the scene from one character's point of view and then another character's point of view so you're inside of each of the characters for that scene. Maybe you'll only need to do this a few times before you “get” the distinct voice of each character.
You can also stop writing for a moment, pull up a new page, and just start writing like a mad person in the character's point of view that you're having trouble with. Don't think about what you're writing. Write about anything. Explode. Write quietly. Hang back and then cut loose. Be that character for a few moments. Let him talk to you about how he feels about the state of the economy or his next-door neighbor, his bartending job, or his addiction to pornography. Then come back to your scene. I guarantee this character won't sound like anyone other than himself because you've actually been him for a moment in time. Hung out inside of him. Sometimes I wish writers would do this more often with their antagonists so their antagonists wouldn't always come across as one-dimensional.
Another thing that might help is to make sure that your characters have vastly different careers and lives. This isn't always possible, of course. For example, your viewpoint character might be a teacher who works at an elementary school. Some of the supporting characters may be fellow teachers. If this is the case, you might want to go back to your character sketches and make sure that you build into each of the other characters something different that would show up in their dialogue with each other. Maybe one could be from the South, even though the story takes place in Idaho. Maybe another could be a jazz musician in his spare time. Spending time developing your characters can ensure that they won't be carbon copies of each other.
What if my characters don't sound like my reader expects them to? Our reader immediately starts to create a picture in his mind of our characters the minute we introduce them, so we need to get our characters talking as soon as possible. If we wait too long, our reader will start to create a picture in his mind of our characters and then when the characters do start to talk, the reader is surprised because, well, that's not how she imagined this person would communicate at all. Have you ever really admired someone from afar and when you heard the person speak it was nothing like you expected?
I was “in love” with a Marine when I was in high school. He was very good-looking and would write the most romantic letters and send romantic gifts. When he would come home on leave (oh, this is painful to remember) he would show up on my porch and start talking — and, well, he had the worst lisp. I would always forget about that part, and when he spoke the fantasy would immediately crack open and I would be crushed. He was a really nice guy, but I couldn't get past that.
That's how your reader feels when you've described your character vividly in narrative and when he finally speaks it's just not at all what your reader expected. So, as I said above, get your character talking as soon as you can after you introduce him.
Also, be sure to paint a physical picture of him that connects to how he speaks. If he's in a suit and tie most of the time, he probably won't talk like a farmer. Likewise, if he wears bib overalls a lot, he probably won't be talking about the latest version of Microsoft Windows. I say probably, because you never know. But if you're going to break a stereotype, you need to somehow indicate that to the reader so when your character starts talking, your reader doesn't have to suspend disbelief. Along with his physical appearance, make sure the background you create for him connects as well. Your character is an entire package and when he speaks, your reader will only be surprised if one part of the package doesn't fit.
Fixing Your Own Story
As you're writing your current story, ask yourself:
• What am I afraid of?
• What's the worst thing that can happen if my characters sound stupid, all sound the same, or sound flat and boring/stilted and formal, or run away with the scene?
• If the worst thing happens, can I recover? How?
Now charge through your fear. As Susan Jeffers advises — feel it and write anyway.
What if my dialogue sounds flat and boring and doesn't do anything to move the story forward? This is an understandable fear. In real life, we sometimes say things and then walk away from the conversation knowing that we didn't connect with the other person the way we wish we had. This happens to all of us. But then there are other times that we speak brilliantly, surprising even ourselves. Does our real dialogue always move our lives or “stories” forward?
What happens is that we walk away knowing what we “should” have said. Don't you hate that?
If we want our characters' dialogue to be interesting and move the story forward, we have to know our stories very well. We have to know exactly where we want our characters to go and how we want them to get there. We have to know what our characters' intentions are in every single scene, and we have to cut away every single word of dialogue that doesn't in some way contribute to the plot we have planned for them. Taking characters on detours is what causes flat and boring plots. If you keep your characters and story on track, this is not something you'll have to worry about.
So chill. This is really a second-draft question. When our characters sound flat and boring in our first draft, we can take another look at the dialogue in our second draft and fix it. It's often not until our characters sound flat and boring that we even know what we want them to say and how we want them to sound. Sometimes that's all it takes. Even flat and boring isn't the end of the world. We see it, measure it against what we want our characters to come off like, and once we have something to measure it against, we know what to do. So, in that sense, flat and boring isn't so bad.
What if my dialogue sounds stilted and formal and the reader can tell I'm trying to write dialogue rather than just letting my characters talk? This is one of the worst fears because it's very real. I do happen to read a lot of dialogue that sounds stilted and formal and I know immediately that the writer is trying too hard. The writer is trying to write dialogue.
The dialogue has to emerge out of who the character is and his needs in the story, not out of the writer's need to tell a story. Do you understand the difference?
Stilted dialogue happens when we perceive what needs to be accomplished in our story and we set out to accomplish it. What happens is that we're writing the dialogue out of our need to tell the story rather than out of who our character is in the particular scene we're writing. We can definitely change this if we can just let go and quit trying to control the story.
If you're the kind of person who thinks through all of her words before she speaks them, this is probably your biggest dialogue challenge. I have a friend who recently started writing. She's a very calculated person. You can actually see the wheels in her mind turning in the middle of a conversation as she thinks through every sentence before she speaks. I wasn't surprised to read the dialogue in her first story and see the same thing.
Many of us are full of inhibitions when we sit down to write. Part of letting go of our inhibitions is letting go of our stories so our characters can act them out. Sometimes stilted dialogue only shows up when we reread what we've written. We recognize it when it happens, and that's what's important. If we can recognize it, we can fix it.
What if I let my characters start talking and they run away with the scene?
That would be just terrible, wouldn't it? To lose control of our characters, and therefore the story, just undoes us, doesn't it? Whoever told us we had to be in constant control of our stories, especially on the first draft? What if Fred's dialogue takes him toward Sally, that other woman, the one who was just a walk-on in your cast of characters? Now what? What's the worst that can happen? You might have to rewrite your outline or think through the story again to see if there's something that's supposed to happen that you're not letting happen. That would be terrible.
Dialogue tends to go that way. People start saying things they didn't expect to say, things get a little out of control, and sometimes people even end up fighting. Of course, in a story, that's not all bad. Actually, it's usually good because it means tension and conflict, which are definitely good for a story. So go ahead. Let your characters talk and quit interfering. If you were a character in a story, would you want someone looking over your shoulder every minute, making sure you were saying the “right” thing? You couldn't even be yourself. Let your characters be who they are. One way to get to know them is to bring them onstage and turn them loose in a scene of dialogue.
Sure, you may have an outline and you expect your characters to follow it. But it's kind of like when you have a goal for a conversation you plan to have with your partner, friend, or boss, and you find yourself saying things you hadn't planned to say at all. Sometimes this works out and sometimes it doesn't. But the fact is it happens, and you can't always control it. Often the words are out before you can reign them back in. Every once in a while you can catch yourself as it's happening, but most of the time you just keep talking, either making a fool of yourself or saying some really brilliant things that you hadn't anticipated at all. It all depends on the headspace you're in at the moment. That's true of your characters, as well. Their headspace is your headspace. Relax and let them be who and where they are. You can always reign them back in another draft if that's what needs to happen.
What if I don't put in enough narrative and the reader can't follow the dialogue? Worse yet, what if I put in too much and slow the dialogue way down? Pacing can be such a bugaboo. When is it too much? When is it not enough? We'll talk more about this in chapter eight, but for right now, this is a very real fear.
You have to have a sense of rhythm to know when enough is enough and when too much is too much. Some scenes call for bare dialogue — dialogue with no added narrative or action. Other scenes need a lot of extra narrative so we understand the core of the dialogue. And still others need action so the dialogue doesn't drag. The perfect balance is sometimes hard to come by, but this fear doesn't have to paralyze you. The more you practice, the better you'll get at this. And if you go over a little bit — too much narrative or action, too much dialogue — you'll catch it in your rewrite because you'll be watching for it.
Dialogue functions like real-life conversations. We talk, we think, we act. We do all of this unconsciously. This is how you want to write dialogue, and if you're worried about what you're doing every minute, your dialogue will come across like that — jerky, stilted, and unnatural. Eventually, after you feel comfortable with dialogue, you won't even be asking this question because you'll intuitively know when to put in a bit of narrative here, a bit of action there, a line of dialogue here, and an identifying tag there all the way through a scene.
Remember Carol? I don't know if she ever got over her fear of writing dialogue. She stopped writing her novel. I think she got bored with it, which is understandable. A story without dialogue is boring indeed. And that should lead your list of fears: What if I become so afraid of writing dialogue that I don't write any?
Don't despair. You will become comfortable with dialogue because you're a storyteller, and all stories need dialogue to feel alive to the reader. You will overcome your fear because you're committed to your story.
In the next chapter, we'll look at the different kinds of dialogue we need to create to make our characters sound authentic in the various fiction genres. In the meantime, keep reading. And for goodness sake, keep writing.
EXERCISES
Do you remember Susan Jeffers' book Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway? This is how you want to approach your fears about writing dialogue. You want to practice challenging them until confidence overrides the fear. Later in this book, we'll go through published excerpts and discuss specific tips that will assist you in this process. The more you challenge your fear by taking risks with your dialogue, the less often your fear will show up when you're writing. Let's take the above fears one by one and give you the opportunity to practice.
EXERCISE 1
What if I let my character talk and he sounds stupid, not at all like I want my reader to perceive him?
The wonderful thing about writing as opposed to speaking is that this is the world of second chances. We can rewrite and rewrite and rewrite as many times as we need to.
Consider one of the characters in a story you're writing. Or consider a character in a completely new story idea. You have a definite role for him in the story. Shine the spotlight on this one character. Know what he wants. Give him a goal in a scene. Be sure you know exactly how you want your reader to perceive him. Now go ahead and write a scene of dialogue, slipping into this character's persona so you can write him for who he really is. Don't think about how stupidly or brilliantly he's talking until after the scene is over.
Now go back and read what you wrote. Does he sound stupid? How stupid? If he sounds real stupid, you might have to “fire” him and create another character to take his place. If he sounds just a little stupid, you can probably revise the dialogue and edit out the stupid parts. If the stupidity persists, maybe he's a stupid character, and you need to go with that. Consider, too, that the problem may be with you. No, I don't mean that you're stupid. But maybe you can't look at your story objectively. Have someone else read your work and give you feedback. Those characters that you think sound stupid may sound just fine.
EXERCISE 2
What if my characters start talking and they all sound the same?
Know your character. Ground yourself in all of their personas, protagonist and antagonist alike and all minor characters, no matter how unlikable. Write first-person character sketches, letting your characters tell you who they are. How do you get to know real people? By spending time with them. The more time you spend with them, the better you get to know them, and soon you can hardly remember when you didn't know them. If you absolutely can't slip inside of any one of your characters, fire him and get a new one to take his place.
Create one scene in your story that includes all of your characters. Now write that scene from each character's point of view, one at a time. Focus on dialogue as the main way of recording the event. If it's impossible to put all the characters in one scene (maybe they lived at different times), then have the odd character reflect back on or project forward to the same scene the others experienced. What you want to do is create the same event for everyone, but show how they all experience it differently. Let each of them tell you about the event in his or her own words. This may include slang, dialect, or certain words or phrases that the other characters would never think to use.
When you reread these scenes, do your characters all sound alike? Have you created your character charts? If not, do that right away. If so, pull out some of the external or internal traits and feed them into the dialogue of the characters that sound alike. This will accomplish what I mentioned earlier in the chapter — the other parts of your characters' lives are different, and they can bring some of that difference into their dialogue. If you have to do this more than once to achieve your goal — write a scene from everyone's viewpoint — then do it as many times as it takes to really get to know these people.
EXERCISE 3
What if my characters don't sound like my reader expects them to?
This problem is easily fixed if you get your characters talking right away, like I suggested earlier. But for practice consider the following:
You've portrayed a character as a Harvard-educated woman. A physicist with two kids, recently divorced, out to lunch with friends, she's complaining about her boss. Suddenly she says, “Well, give me a two-by-four and I'll show him that I'm no ninny” or some such uneducated line.
You're appalled. Where did that come from? Clearly, from somewhere inside of you that at one time had an abusive boss or husband or father or whatever. Okay, so it's not what this character would normally say. A lot of writing fiction is about working through our unresolved issues. Sometimes we need to follow and sometimes we need to reign that character in. Part of being a writer is knowing when to do what. Anyway, you're going to have to get this character off that subject, and work it out in another book, maybe nonfiction, or you're going to just let her go for it and clean it up later. Getting back to your Harvard-educated character — in this case, reign her back in. Rewrite just that one line so it sounds like an intelligent complaint about the boss. Maybe something like, “He seems to think that if we aren't all working twelve-hour days, as he does, that we're not committed to the company. I suppose I'll need to address this in our next staff meeting.” You get the idea.
EXERCISE 4
What if my dialogue sounds flat and boring and doesn't do anything to move the story forward?
As for flat and boring, well, maybe your character needs to get a life. But, yes, it is absolutely necessary that every scene of dialogue move the story forward, and so yes, you need to do something about this. If you recognize that you write the kind of dialogue that doesn't keep the plot moving, then you're already ahead of a lot of writers that who are completely unaware that they're writing rambling dialogue, most of which does nothing to move the overall story.
Find a dialogue scene in a story you're writing that you doubt does much to move your story forward. It gives some background on the characters and it reveals a bit of who they are, but you know that's not enough. Every scene needs to keep the story moving. Now rewrite that scene with one thing in mind — how you can make the dialogue do triple duty: characterize, provide background, and forward the plot. And while you're doing that, keep it lively and full of tension. Not too big of an order, is it?
EXERCISE 5
What if my dialogue sounds stilted and formal and the reader can tell I'm trying to write dialogue rather than just letting my characters talk?
As I mentioned earlier, the key to releasing this fear is to simply relax and not try so hard. You've heard the old advice about how if you try really hard not to think about a banana, guess what you find yourself thinking about. The same is true when it comes to dialogue — the harder you try not to write bad dialogue, the more bad dialogue you write. By bad, I mostly mean dialogue that comes across as less than authentic for the character speaking it. The following exercise is designed to help you focus on relaxing when your characters start talking.
Take what you consider a stilted scene of dialogue from a story you're writing or have written and rewrite it, focusing not on what the characters are saying but on relaxing while you're writing. Decide that it really doesn't matter how your characters sound or what they say — you can fix it later. This could, of course, cause you to plug into one of your other fears — that of your characters sounding stupid. But what we're doing in these exercises is isolating just one of your fears at a time so you can release it and write better.
EXERCISE 6
What if I let my characters start talking and they run away with the scene?
What we often don't understand about our characters is that they're an extension of us, and so if they're saying something we didn't expect or, didn't plan for them to say, we shouldn't try to repress them. We can release this particular fear by letting our characters express their true selves without censoring them. The important thing is to keep writing. There's always the second draft. And the third. We can later fix the dialogue of those characters who might embarrass us in front of our family and friends with dialogue that's too close to the bone, too vulnerable, too out-there.
Take an out-of-control character from a current story you're writing or develop a new one for a story you'd like to write and create a scene for him that has no boundaries. By boundaries I mean your plan for him. Let him go. Let him say whatever he wants to say — to himself or the other characters. Don't try to put words in his mouth and don't try to stop him from saying what he wants to say. Follow him. This could lead you to a completely new story idea, one that's deeper and closer to the “truth.” Allowing our characters to be who they are will eliminate our fear of their running away with the scene or — God forbid — the story itself. It's not the end of the world (pay attention to how often I say this in this chapter) to be spontaneous and write the story that emerges with the character. Not only is it not the end of the world, but it indicates your growth as a writer.
EXERCISE 7
What if I don't put in enough narrative or action and the reader can't follow the dialogue? Worse yet, what if I put in too much and slow the dialogue way down?
When is enough — of anything? You go by feel. If you don't think you know enough to go by feel, don't worry about it, you will soon enough. The more you do this, the easier it becomes.
Create a scene of bare dialogue with no action, narrative, or identifying tags. When you're finished, go back through the scene and insert bits of narrative and action here and there to expand the scene and create a narrative flow. Be conscious of how much you're putting in. Is it bogging down? Is it just enough? Do you still need more to bring the reader on board with your character's intentions in the scene? When you do what depends on the needs of the story. There are no hard and fast rules.
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