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Viewpoint and dialogue --the channel to the character's thoughts and 
feelings. Alicia Rasley will give you strategies for discovering the 
unique thinking and speaking style of each character, including 
perception skill, world view, and mood.  

ABOUT THE INSTRUCTOR  

Alicia Rasley is a Rita-award-winning romance author and an 
internationally known leader of writing workshops. Her books have been 
nominated for the Rita, the Regency Plume, the Colorado RWA award, the 
Romantic Times Best Regency Novel award, and Best Hero award. Rasley 
received an MA in English literature from Butler University. Now she 
teaches novel-writing at Indiana University-Indianapolis and online at 
www.rasley.com. Her writing articles have appeared in dozens of 
magazines and newsletters, and are available now on her website. Her 
writing books, The Story Within Plot Guide and The Power of POV are also 
available on her website. She lives in Indianapolis with her husband and 
two teen-aged sons.  

OVERVIEW BY ALICIA RASLEY  

We're going to work on character thought and voice in this class, 
discovering who they are by how they think and sound.  

First we'll start with thought (viewpoint/perception) and then we'll get 
into dialogue.  

The purpose will be to understand the character better, but also to learn 
more about how to present him/her to the reader, and also how to use 
this character to better effect in telling the story. So we won't be working 
with plot and character growth much, but rather how those will be shown 
through the character thought and speech.  

I'm going to be asking questions. But the trick is going to be--choose 
one character. One. Une. Uno. Work with this one character. You can 
apply the lessons to other characters later. But you're examining ONE 
CHARACTER in depth here, so make a commitment. :) Oh, yeah, one 
more trick. All questions have to be answered in the first-person voice of 
the character.  
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So if I ask: What's your goal, and why do you want it? I want to hear: 
Well, I'm a cowboy, and my goal is to win the national rodeo competition 
for the third time, so I can retire as a Hall of Famer.  

 
ASSIGNMENT 1: GETTING TO KNOW YOUR POV CHARACTER  

Just read this over and answer whatever questions (don't have to do all) 
intrigue you.... in the VOICE (first person) of ONE of your POV characters. 
It might help to choose the main character you know the least.  

First-person, remember. That will help you get a sense of the 
character's voice.  

Look at your own character, the one who will serve as the viewpoint 
characters--the readers' "eyes and ears" in the story. For one viewpoint 
character, consider: (I'm using YOU meaning the character--try free-
writing in the character's own voice--"I learn best by...") (You don't have 
to answer ALL these questions. <G>)  

I'll put an example for a couple questions in italics:  

1. How do you learn best? Observation? Participation? Trial and 
error? Rumination and cogitation? Consulting experts? Writing?  

(This is Rebecca)-oh, I think I learn best by observation. I'm an 
artist-well, I sketch a little, or a lot, I suppose--and so I'm always 
looking at people and places and things and trying to capture 
them with my pencil. I like to imagine what people are like from 
the way they move and the expressions on their faces. I try not to 
make judgments until I've studied the people, however. So I 
guess I'm an observer. I'm certainly not really a participant. Of 
course, I have to participate in all sorts of activities, but given my 
druthers, I'd sit on the sidelines and watch first, until I felt more 
confident. Oh, dear, I sound like such a tentative creature. I 
guess I am that, after all--except for the once, when I eloped with 
Tommy. Now that time, I didn't stop to study and observe. I 
threw myself right into that situation! And I guess I've never 
regretted it, not even when he died and left me alone. Maybe it's 
time again for me to stop studying and just jump in?  

2. How open are you to new ideas and information? Do you change 
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your mind frequently, based on what people have told you? Are 
you a traditionalist, deciding on the basis of "what's always 
been"? If someone is arguing with you, are you more likely to 
change your mind or dig in your heels? What if the arguer is 
right?  

3. When you walk into a party, what do you notice first? The mood? 
The people? The decorating? The things needing to be fixed? The 
background music? The food on the buffet table? Whether you fit 
in?  

4. Is one sense more highly developed than another? For instance, do 
you tend to take in the world primarily through vision? "I'll believe 
that when I see it!" Or are you more audial? Do you determine if a 
person is lying by the tone of voice? Do you love to talk on the 
phone? Don't forget the sixth sense--intuition. (This aspect can give 
you all sorts of plot leads--a visual person might need to learn that 
appearances can be deceiving; an audial person might learn about 
a murder because she's been eavesdropping. Remember also that 
an artist's narration of a scene will use very different terms than a 
musician's will.)  

5. Do you usually notice problems around you? What is your 
response? Do you write an angry letter to the editor? Shrug and 
move on? Analyze what's wrong and how to fix it? Take it as 
evidence that the world is falling apart? What about problems 
within yourself?  

I have to notice problems around me. That's sort of my role in the 
Pierce household. I'm, well, chaperone/household 
supervisor/hostess for my uncle. (I'm chaperone for my young 
cousin, I mean, not my uncle!) Uncle expects me to keep things 
running smoothly, so I have to anticipate problems and fix them 
before he notices. I've done a good job so far, and he promises if I 
just get through The Month of the Prussian Visitors, he'll give me 
the cottage in Folkestone. I must confess, I'm weary of it all. I feel 
I must be always on alert, especially where my cousin is concerned. 
She is rebellious, and doesn't appreciate my chaperonage. 
Sometimes I would just like to quit--but then I think of my little 
rose cottage, with the garden where my son can play, and I go 
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back to problem-solving. 

6. Would you say you were an optimist or a pessimist? Would your 
friends agree? How would you react if your life suddenly took a turn 
for the worse? Are you prepared for that? Do you notice when your 
life is going well? Does that make you happy?  

7. Are you more interested in the past or the future, or do you live in 
the now? Are you one to keep holiday traditions? Do you reminisce 
about days gone by? Are you sentimental about objects, like your 
mother's handmirror or your first baseball glove? How hard would it 
be to move from your present home? How long would you keep in 
touch with your friends back in the old town? How long would it 
take you to make new friends?  

8. How do you decide if you can trust someone? Experience with 
others? With this person? First impressions? Intuition? Do you test 
the person somehow? Or are you just generally disposed to trust or 
not to trust?  

9. Are you a deliberate, careful speaker, or do you talk without 
thinking first? Do you like to verbally analyze situations, or do you 
keep your assessment to yourself until you reach a conclusion? Do 
you use slang, or do you use diction your English teacher would 
approve? Do you consider yourself fairly eloquent? How do you get 
across your meaning when you have to explain something difficult 
to someone else?  
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NOW read over what you just wrote, and list 5-10 "hallmarks" of your 
character's POV, such as "visual... problem-solver... pessimist... dark 
view of humanity... expects the worst... looks for trouble... wary and 
curious... always "on the lookout"... oddly sentimental about some 
things... speaks slowly and distinctly, as if talking to children."  

Rebecca is thoughtful, with a wry sense of humor. She's a little weary 
and impatient, however, and that shows in her voice. She isn't the most 
organized speaker--she will start one thought and another will interrupt. 
But she's obviously educated, though an informal speaker. She has more 
self-awareness than most young ladies of her class. I sense she's 
keeping some secrets. She seems to feel that she must be... careful, 
somehow. So hallmarks are: thoughtful wry impatient/ disgressive 
intelligent but informal cautious about how she presents herself.  

Alicia’s General Comments After Critiquing Participants’ 
First Assignment  

Notice that heroes and heroines have a tendency to "learn by doing" or 
"learn by trial and error". Why? Because that's a sign that they're active 
characters. They take chances, they plunge into the deep end, they go 
where angels fear to tread. Now not all heroes and heroines have to be 
like that! But the ones who don't, you'll generally need to give a poke to--
some challenge or problem that motivates them enough to leave their 
comfort zone.  

One thing I've learned is --look for the contradictions in the character. 
Now sometimes it's just authorial incoherence--I mean, the character is 
inconsistent because the author hasn't figured her out. But sometimes 
it's because people are contradictory when they're in conflict. The 
contradiction is the clue to the inner issue. For example, why would your 
heroine feel the need to play a part? Well, there's more going on there, 
isn't there? She is actually abandoning her past self in a way--she's not 
working in the Style section of the LA Times, the way she "ought" to be. 
Well, why not? What does she hope she's leaving behind when she 
leaves her old self behind? What does the new persona give her that the 
old one didn't--what courage, what access, what relationship?  

So find the contradictions in the character, the disconnect between "what 
she is" and "what she says she is," or "what she wants" and "what she 
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tries to get," or "what she values" and "what she spends her time doing" 
or "what she is good at" and "what she's doing", etc.  

 
GETTING TO KNOW YOU  

Now what do you do with your "findings" about this character?  

First, see how the first-person has produced a character voice. You're 
probably going to be using third-person in the book, but sometimes 
writing a passage or scene in first-person provides a great deal of energy 
and sometimes revelations you wouldn't get if you weren't channeling the 
character. Consider keeping something of the style of the character's 
narration when you do "deep-third-person". And of course you can use 
the hallmarks of this voice in dialogue.  

Second, look for what they reveal and what they conceal. One might 
reveal that she's worried about getting fired, but conceal why, maybe 
making light of it--"Oh, the boss is always so picky about some things." 
Or "It really wasn't mom's fault. Really. It was all my fault."  

Remember the rule:  

WHAT YOU CONCEAL IS WHAT YOU REVEAL.  

That is, anything this character feels like she needs to conceal? Probably 
really important! And notice HOW she conceals it. Does she make light of 
it? Does she lie? Does she ignore it? Does she wish it away? Does she 
get belligerent and "none of your beeswax?" Don't say, "Well, if she's 
concealing it, how do I know?" You can't conceal without notice. That is, 
the very act of concealment should SHOW. The reader should be able to 
sense that this is a sensitive topic, or that the character isn't telling the 
whole truth, or that she's making light of something important.  

How do you show this? Well, think of how you or your friends or your 
kids do it. Think of how when your kid or your friend is trying to hide 
something, you can tell. What do they do? Shifting eyes? A broken-off 
sentence. "It really wasn't mom's fault --I mean, it was really my fault."  

Me, I always change the subject.  

"Oh, speaking of Alaska--"  

"But we were speaking of your deadline and whether you'd make it."  
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"I am so fascinated by icebergs, aren't you?"  

(I'm really bad at concealing. :)  

Third, see if you can discern their perceptual mode--what sense 
predominates, whether they're more an observer or a participant, 
whether they're hands-on or more book-oriented. (I write software 
documentation on the side, see. And there are those users who just 
plunge in and try to figure the software out--actually, that's me :)--and 
the ones who read the manual before they even slide the program CD 
into the PC. Which would be your character?) Does he trust what he 
sees, or is he a skeptic? Does she approach the world with caution or 
with recklessness? Does he play the music in his car really loud, or does 
he need quiet as he drives so he can think his thoughts? How 
experienced is he in this situation? For example, a poor uneducated 
cowboy is not going to be able to identify the carpet in the lady's parlor 
as an Aubusson. He's going to be a lot more worried about tracking mud 
in on his boots.  

Anyway, look over your character's responses and think about how you 
can apply that to the narration of a scene. If you're in this character's 
viewpoint, what is he going to see first when he enters a new setting? 
What is his mood going to be? Is he going to notice the people passing 
by, or is he going to be focused on what his companion is saying, or is he 
going to be lost in his own thoughts? When he gets mad or worried or 
upset or happy, how is he going to show that? What secret is he keeping 
in this scene, or what agenda does he have, and how will he mentally 
characterize that. For example:  

All John had to do was break into the vault, locate the right safe-deposit 
box--too bad he didn't have a clue about the number--jimmy the lock, 
steal the diamonds, and dig a short tunnel to the sewer pipe. Piece of 
cake.  

Or- 
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She slid her hand down into her jacket pocket, closing her fingers around 
the cold piece of metal. John would never know what hit him.  

Point of View Purposes  

This is just a bit of an overview. I wrote a very long book on Point of 
View and go into the technical aspects in that, but here's just my vision 
of what POV can do. We'll be focusing on mostly the "revealing 
character" aspects this week, but here's the comprehensive set of 
purposes.  

The major purposes of POV are:  

1.To give the reader the vicarious experience of a certain perspective on 
this event (such as what the battle of Waterloo feels like in the trenches 
with the privates, not from headquarters with the generals).  

2. To convey information to the reader that is known to a particular 
character (that is, if you want the reader to know who the villain is, and 
no one but the villain knows that, you probably go into the villain's POV).  

3. To explore how the POV character thinks and feels and perceives 
reality and what that means about who he/she is and how that affects 
his/her behavior (such as we are in the hero's head, and can know that 
the hero has a secret past from being inside his head, and we can see 
that the secret is burning at him and making him avoid intimacy).  

4.To increase reader identification with the POV character, so the 
character's goals and conflicts become, for the moment, important to the 
reader. 

5. To conceal information from the readers so as to increase suspense, 
and to reveal the information in the most intriguing way.  

6. To give the readers a more interactive experience of the story, by 
inviting them to participate with the characters and second-guess their 
decisions and actions.  

7. To individualize characters and distinguish them from each other by 
showing how differently each feels and thinks about the same event (that 
is, Mom thinks she was very gracious to Sue's new boyfriend, while Sue 
thinks Mom was rude and snobbish).  

8. To provide the contrast between the apparent and the internal that 
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creates subtext, contrast, for example, between what the POV character 
says and what she means; between his vision and reality; between what 
is said and what is interpreted.  

 

Individualizing  

First keep in mind that readers these days want an experience, not 
just a view. They want to see through the POV character's eyes and 
think his thoughts and feel his feelings and hear what he's hearing. 
And you accomplish this by narrating events through the POV of the 
character.  

Just as characters have individual voices in dialogue, they have 
individual viewpoints too. The unspoken thoughts of the character 
narrating the scene --the POV character--should reflect the distinctive 
way he perceives the world and the events of the novel.  

The first step in individualizing POV is, as always, getting to know your 
characters. The questions to ask about a character's POV are: How does 
this person perceive the world? How does she come to understand her 
environment? What does she choose to notice and what to ignore, and 
why?  

And what does she want to do with what she learns?  

First of all, POV reflects perceptual ability, which varies depending on a 
person's sensory ability and cognitive skills-the way we take in 
information and the way we make use of it.  

The Five Senses  

Most of us have one or two dominant senses. I can see you every 
workday, and I can't describe you. But after a couple phone 
conversations, I can recognize a voice. So as a POV character, I would 
not note my future love interest's looks, beyond a vague realization that 
he's gorgeous. But his sardonic tone, the catch in his voice as he greets 
me, the deliberate pace of his speech--these I would remark on silently.  

As an illustration, think about your own perceptual strengths and 
weaknesses. Which of the five basic senses is strongest for you? Are you 
the type that can actually taste the difference between Pepsi and Coke? 
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Can you distinguish the perfumes of every lady in the room? Can you tell 
just by the tone of a friend's voice how she's feeling? Do you love to 
touch different fabrics? Are you very sensitive to color, and can't work in 
a yellow room?  

Now apply the same sort of questions to a character, and you'll be 
starting to individualize her POV. Identify her dominant sense, and then 
think about how that will affect how she narrates a scene. A visual person 
will focus more on what she sees--She was so intent on that garbage 
truck backing up that she missed what Judy said. A tactile person will 
always be touching things and reporting on the texture– Bill grabbed the 
doorknob. The brass was cool and smooth under his hand, and wouldn't 
turn. A little of this goes a long way, but even a couple focused sensory 
references can give the sense of how this character takes in the world 
around him.  

 
Other Perception Modes  

But sensual perceptivity is not the only way to "absorb" the world. 
There's also temperament– optimist/pessimist, emotional/rational– and 
personality style– problem-solver, logician, competitor, and so on.  

You'll notice that schools these days tend to offer different methods of 
instruction because they recognize that children have different learning 
styles. A teacher will provide an assignment sheet, for example, but also 
read it over in class, so that both the visual and audial learners will 
understand the assignment. Or exam preparation might be done 
individually, as a class, or in small groups, because some kids study best 
off in a corner alone, and others do best participating in class quizzing, 
while others like to share study topics with friends. One child might need 
to tape the teacher's lectures because she can't take notes. Another 
might have to take notes because unless he writes it down, he won't get 
it. Yet another might be taught to make graphs of the information, or to 
do "bubble brainstorming" with colored markers.  

Some "visual" students need a textbook with all the facts spelled out in 
black and white. They are probably more visual (but somewhat different 
than the visual learner who needs to see the teacher do the work on the 
blackboard, and, when they get home, close their eyes and can visualize 
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that equation on the board, and copy it). Visual people learn more 
through their eyes-they have good visual memory, are intrigued by color 
and motion, and will watch videos to learn how to build a bookcase.  

Other students need more "hands-on" education. Think of the 
Montessori method, where kids use foam-rubber alphabet letters to 
learn how to spell. A hands-on (tactile) learner will learn to add a lot 
better with a pile of pennies to manipulate. She'll learn geometry by 
using a t-square to build that bookcase. She'll learn algebra by 
measuring out quantities of flour and sugar for a cake.  

My son recently was building a roller coaster of plastic piping to learn 
"centripetal force"--a tactile way of reinforcing the concept. It would 
also be tactile if (maybe I should suggest this to the teacher) they went 
to the amusement park on a field trip and got on an actual roller coaster 
and experience "g-force" against their own little bodies.  

So think about how your character learned (or didn't learn) in school. Also 
consider the character's profession, for we usually choose to do what we 
are naturally attuned to. Artists tend to perceive the world through their 
most developed sense, which will probably be the one they use in their 
art. An engineer will try to understand the logic, the structure, of what 
he's perceiving.  

 
Perception and Parties  

Now consider how this combination of ways of perceiving will be exhibited 
in the narrative. Imagine a group of characters with lots of different 
perceptual abilities arriving at a raucous party, and having to make sense 
of the chaos.  

A painter will blink, and the chaos will settle into form and color and 
composition, movable beauty in the ladies' dresses and the balloons 
and candlelight.  

Meanwhile the musician hears a symphony of raised voices and music 
and ice clinking in glasses and muted sobbing, and knows that the party 
is at its height.  

An architect will enter and consider how knocking out a couple walls 
will make for better traffic flow.  
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A problem-solver sees the world as a set of problems to be solved. She 
will walk into a party and notice what's wrong--the music is too loud, the 
ice has run out, and a girl is sitting ignored in the corner crying. But 
though the problem-solver focuses on problems, she is no pessimist; 
rather she's busy devising solutions--turning down the stereo, sending 
her boyfriend into the kitchen for more ice, and comforting the weeper.  

A writer might walk into the same party and see the girl crying in the 
corner and construct a scenario to explain her sorrow. Reality is only grist 
for the story mill.  

A competitor, sees life as a game. When he enters the party, he will 
choose a side --that weeping girl has already been cut--and scout the 
opposition and ascertain the prize. He likes to know the rules ahead of 
time, and expects a fair outcome: The swift ought to win the race, and 
he ought to go home with the most beautiful woman.  

A materialist will scan the crowd and see diamonds and Rolex watches, 
and calculate the approximate net worth of the party, and never notice 
the human tragedy in the corner.  

These are examples of only a few perception types. You'll probably come 
up with more on your own. Just remember, less is more. Few people are 
both visually and audially superior, and logical besides. So instead of 
using all five senses in a sensual scene, consider that the more evocative 
viewpoint will have one perception dominant. A musical hero would close 
his eyes the better to hear the music of his lover's sighs, and never even 
see the fire in her eyes.  

Perception, like temperament, is not a single character trait but rather 
an inborn and/or developed way of interacting with the world. This will 
be exhibited in consistent if not predictable ways as it locks into place 
with other aspects of the personality. So perception and temperament 
need not always "match"--an artist may be contemplative or exuberant, 
a problem-solver may be cheerful or lugubrious. POV is your chance to 
show how the character's perceptivity affects his understanding of the 
world and therefore his response to it.  

Here are some "character" lines. Imagine what sort of perceiver 
the viewpoint character would be:  

1. It was too dark to see his expression, but she heard the injury in his 
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low voice. (Audial, intuitive.)  

2. He glanced around as he entered, locating the windows and doors and 
plotting the best escape route. (A fugitive? A Navy Seal? Visual and 
spatial oriented.)  

3. "Someone else could probably help you more," she said, but already 
she was strategizing alternate actions. (A problem-solver, rational.)  

4. He pondered her motives for calling him. Was she out to hook him 
again? (Suspicious, pessimistic, contemplative.)  

5. David was sitting, arms crossed, leaning away from his brother. Janie 
realized she had interrupted an argument. (Intuitive, aware of body 
language, visual.)  

6. The mountains below were spread with the scarlet and gold Persian 
carpet of autumn. (Visual, artistic, literary.)  

7. She rubbed her cheek against his chest, feeling his warmth through 
the threadbare fabric, wishing she had enough money to buy him a 
decent shirt. (Tactile, empathic.)  

8. Only half-listening, he arranged the forks and knives and saltcellars 
into battalion formation, then leaned over and recruited another 
squadron from the adjacent table. (A soldier, strategic-minded, not 
audial, tactile.)  
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Perspective and Point of View  

Now the point of getting to know how your character thinks is that you 
can use that knowledge to make his narration of every event unique to 
him. Ask yourself, how would a visual worriwort with a PhD perceive 
this? POV is very much a character-revelation. How the POV character 
thinks and perceives shows who he/she is.  

Here are some examples of how perception might affect a POV 
character’s experience of the scene.  

A deliberate, judicious character will think before speaking--so show 
that thinking:  

Thomas waited until they were alone. The drawing room was deadly 
silent once the noisy little maids exited. Even the fire stopped crackling 
to leave a vacuum of quiet.  

He chose his words carefully, knowing the wrong word could 
mean... beheading. "I would not want to offend Your Grace, but his wife--
it is said in the kitchens, mere rumor, perhaps, that she is spending more 
time with the stableboy than perhaps most ladies of her station would 
do."  

He waited for the duke's response, and when there was none 
except for that cold stare, Thomas realized it was not time for further 
revelation. It was time to remove himself from the line of fire. "If there's 
nothing else, then, sir, I'll prepare those lease papers for your 
signature."  

An impulsive person's thoughts will be chaotic and action-oriented– often 
the action will come first and the thought after:  

 Louis took the duke's arm and pulled him towards the window. 
"Come and see this. You'll want to see it." Well, he reflected, His Grace 
might not actually want to see it, but a cuckolded man deserved to know 
the truth.  

He pointed through the window--it was dusty, but the stableyard 
was visible below. "See? There's Her Grace. Heading out to the stables 
again."  

The sun shone full on the lush figure of the duchess. Who could 
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blame the stableboy for risking all for that? He figured the duke would 
notice the lack of a crop and riding dress and put two-and-two together, 
but just in case.... "There's this stableboy. Named Pierre. A dab hand 
with the ladies. He's got a bed over the hayloft--there. Where the light is 
going on."  

He didn't see it coming, but he felt it--the duke's glove. Fist 
enclosed. Right in his jaw. As he went down, he thought, kill the 
messenger, why don't you? And then he didn't think anymore.  

 
A pessimistic person's thoughts will prophesize doom:  

Joseph watched the hard-faced duke enter and cross to the back 
window. Oh, woe. The duke would see his wife and the stableboy, right 
out there in the stableyard. There was no avoiding it. He didn't even 
bother to try to divert the duke's attention--what good what it do? No 
matter what, Joseph would get blamed for it. He always got blamed. It 
was his job around here. Whipping boy.  

An optimistic person's POV will always show an expectation of the best:  

Paul watched the duke enter and cross to the window. That could be 
trouble. Then again, maybe it was for the best. Maybe the duke would see 
how unhappy his wife was, take pains to win her back, and give her the 
child she wanted so badly. Then the old castle would ring with the joyous 
sound of laughter and childish voices!  

His Grace left the window and walked to the cabinet, where he 
removed a rifle. What a good idea--to go hunting to divert his thoughts 
from his unfaithful wife. But--why was he returning to the window? 
Opening the window? It must be his plan to call out to his wife and invite 
her along, as the first step in his seduction scheme.  

 
Same situation, same role--different character in POV. It's not just the 
action that changes with the change in character, but the very 
narration of that action--the word choice, the attitude, the sentence 
construction, the perception, the value system (Thomas values his 
position; Louis values the truth; Joseph values his martyrdom; Paul 
values babies and marital harmony), the analysis of what's going on, 
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the level of connection to reality...  

 

Other Factors of Character-Think  

What else contributes to a deeper understanding of the character POV?  

The character's knowledge, values, background, biases, and emotions 
also affect how the events are narrated– so that a veteran baseball 
pitcher, for example, now on the Phillies and facing his former team the 
Pirates, will have a perspective that no one else will have. Let's say 
Catfish John was on the Pirates (Pittsburgh) for 11 years, and got traded 
to the cross-state rival Phillies during the off-season, and this is the first 
time he's pitched against his old team.  

First, there will be his greater base of knowledge about the team's 
batters. After all, he's pitched to them in batting practice for years, and 
he knows that Tommy, the leadoff batter, can't handle a slider near his 
knees. He also knows that the first-base coach is too conservative and 
seldom lets the runner take off early. He knows that the manager is in the 
middle of a nasty divorce and gets distracted late in the game.  

All this unique information might be running through his head as he faces 
the leadoff hitter, sees the guy at first glance at the coach, looks over to 
see the manager shouting into his cellphone.  

His values will also be affecting his perspective and how he narrates this 
scene. If he values loyalty, he might feel guilty about using his inside 
information against his old buddy Tommy. (He can still use the 
information– I'd just show him feeling guilty about it.) If he values 
tradition, he might feel a bit of a sting in his tear ducts as he hears the 
crowd singing "Take Me Out to the Ball Game".  

If he values money, he might think a bit triumphantly that he's now 
paid more than the other team's best pitcher. What he values will 
influence not just what he notices (another player might not even 
notice the crowd and their traditional song), but how he interprets it– 
positively or negatively.  

Another hallmark of his POV will be his background. If he grew up in 
Pittsburgh, and the game is being played in Pittsburgh, he's going to 
have memories and experiences related to this ball park and the 
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skyline beyond it and the accents of the vendors as they call out "beer, 
here!"  

The POV characters' biases will also affect the narration. A bias is 
simply an assumption or preference, one based not on evidence or 
rationality but on taste or temperament. (One person's "bias", after all, 
is another person's "value"--biases tend to be more trivial, though 
often just as intense.) If your pitcher thinks that knuckleball pitchers 
are all slimy SOBs or that blonde women are dangerous or that 
Tuesdays are the luckiest pitching days or that eating before a game is 
asking for trouble, slide that into the narration to deepen his 
perspective.  

And don't forget the emotion. If you've put this character in a situation 
that will challenge him emotionally, show how he responds– but make 
his response unique to him and not a generic "well, anyone would 
feel...." This requires some real delving into who this guy is. Try the 
interview technique. For example, "Catfish, how did you feel when the 
Pirates traded you to the hated last-place Phillies?"  

Or "Supposedly you were relieved to get out of that situation with the 
manager who didn't trust you to complete a game. Do you regret asking 
to be traded now?"  

Just try free-writing the answers in the character's first-person voice:  

Sure, I wanted out of that organization. Or rather, I wanted to stay, but 
not with that manager. I mean, the Pirates are– I mean were– my team, 
not his. I was the one who grew up there and still lived there, and I'd 
come up through their farm system and was there for my whole big-
league career. And he was some has-been who came over from Oakland. 
He didn't even move his family to town. But next thing I know, he's 
telling the local reporters that I couldn't finish, that I was getting old and 
didn't have much left for the 9th inning... and all those reporters who 
always used to hang around my locker were eagerly writing that down 
and getting quotes from fans– and next thing you know, the local sports 
radio guys were making jokes about my lack of staying power. It hurt. I'll 
admit it. And it’s just not fair, you know, that it’s his dugout and his 
stadium, and I’m in the visitor’s lockerroom today.  

How much of this should you show?  
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All of it. Or rather, if it's important to him, it's important to the reader... 
as long as we're in his perspective. That doesn't mean you have to dwell 
on any aspect of his perspective, or tell the whole history of why he and 
Tommy were friends– just give the reader enough so that the character’s 
experience is textured and deep.  

 

ASSIGNMENT 2: APPLYING POINT OF VIEW TO NARRATIVE  

Okay, let's see how this translates to narrative. First, you get to do a 
bit more analysis, then write a short passage.  

I want you to look over all you've set down about your character 
already. And then I want you to think of a situation this character is 
going to face, something emotionally challenging and difficult, like 
Catfish pitching to his former team.  

Then I want you to jot down a few things that are relevant in this 
situation regarding these elements of your character's perspective: (my 
example is a hero I'm working with: Jackson the small-town cop)  

1. knowledge  

Knows everyone in town because he grew up there. Knows the bad stuff 
too, because his father was the local bookie. Knows where everything in 
town is from years of cruising the streets. Knows how to decide if a 
situation is dangerous and how to handle it then.  

2. values Don't get generic here. Freedom, family, yada yada yada. Get 
specific about -this-character.  

Jackson values his new job as chief because it's like an in-your-face to 
everyone in town who thought he'd grow up to be a crook like his father. 
Jackson values his new high-tech police station, the funding for which 
was a condition for him to take on the job. Jackson values the memory 
of his star-crossed high school romance with the richest girl in town. 
Values his subtle ability to distinguish between right and wrong --he 
grew up in a criminal family but chose to go straight.  

3. background  

He's from the wrong side of the tracks, and grew up in an illegal betting 
parlor and on the streets. Not too many criminals can put much past him-
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he knows their kind. Hell, he used to BE their kind. He worked his way up 
in a bigger city police force, and so he's well-trained in modern police 
tactics. He's recently divorced and kind of shell-shocked romantically.  

4. biases  

Jack can't get over a certain prejudice against rich people, one particular 
family in particular (his ex-girlfriend Laura's family). He's also a little 
prejudiced against the local college. He went to state college at night, 
while he worked as a beat cop, and the whole fraternity-sorority 
preciousness of Loudon College seems superficial and snobbish to him. So 
he's kind of reverse-snob about it.  

5. emotion  

Jack is angry and hurt because when he met Laura again, she took him 
right to bed, and he thought it meant more than it obviously did. Since 
he's coming right off a divorce he didn't really want, he's more vulnerable 
than usual. He's also curious about the long-ago "accidental" death of 
Laura's older sister. He's got a detective's mind and can't let go of the 
puzzle he finds reading through the accident incident folder. He feels 
guilty because he's keeping a secret from Laura, well, more than one.  

Okay, take all the info you have about how this person thinks and 
perceives. Think about that situation you're placing this character in.  

Then write a page or so in this person's first-person voice, narrating 
the opening of this scene-(when character meets whatever 
situation).  

Remember to try to slide in the above.  

Example:  

(Situation: Jack is looking at the 17-year-old death scene photograph and 
sees something printed in the mud--a shoe print. Taking advantage of 
more modern technology, he has it blown up and realizes he's the first 
person ever to notice this.) No one in this town knew more about shoes 
than Laura. She'd know what that logo was, I'd take a bet on it. I put a 
call in as I picked up the CD of photos from the photoshop. I was back at 
the office, looking back and forth from the big photo to its counterpart on 
my computer screen, when Laura came in. She looked shy and pretty, 
refusing to meet my gaze, like she was still remembering our last 
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argument. I didn't know if this was an act. Whoever knows with an 
actress. But – but I called her over. "Come here. Look at something for 
me." As she approached my desk, I reminded myself this was her sister's 
death scene. But the body had been removed before the photo was 
taken. Still, she might recognize the muddy shore there, that particular 
bend of the creek. I zoomed in so that all that showed was the shoeprint.  

I got up from my chair, and gestured for her to sit down. "There. Look at 
the footprint." The rectangle in the middle showed up well, but the logo 
was blurry. "I figure you know more about shoes than anyone in town–"  

"Bass," she said right away. She hardly had to glance at the image. "A 
man's shoe. Probably one of the less-expensive ones, a moccasin, I bet. 
$50-60 is all."  

"How can you tell?"  

"Oh, we all used to wear them in high school, Bass moccasins, no 
socks. Remember?"  

We didn't really run in the same crowd in high school. Slept together, 
but none of our friends knew it. "No. I think I wore the same pair of 
Adidas running shoes for most of high school.”  

She shook her head. "And I still dated you?"  

"At least I wore socks."  

Laura frowned at the screen again. "Anyway, it's definitely Bass. And 
a moccasin. Probably with a leather thong tie." She actually looked a 
bit nostalgic. I told you she and shoes had a special relationship. 
"They were kind of cute, in a clunky way."  

"So only teenagers would wear them?" A teenager didn't fit my 
preliminary profile.  

"Oh, no. Everyone wore them. Well, not everyone! But--"she gave that 
cute deprecating smile. "Everyone who was into logos and brand names. 
They were classics. Still are. Well-made and not very expensive. Sort of, 
oh, preppy athletic ecological. Easy to walk in."  

"So what sort of adult would wear them? Around here?"  

The urgency in my voice must have alerted her, because she stared hard 
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at the image, and when she spoke, her voice trembled a bit. "Someone, 
I don't know. Not rich, but not poor. Concerned with image but not, oh, 
ostentatious. A lawyer on the weekends. A banker. A teacher up at the 
college. I mean, this isn't the most trendy town. They go with the 
traditional." She looked up at me, her eyes solemn. "Is this a --a murder 
scene?"  

I wasn't sure she'd forgive me for this, but I decided to be upfront. 
Maybe, you know, start a new trend in our relationship. So, gently as I 
could, I said, "It's from around where your sister died."  

 
LEVELS OF VIEWPOINT  

There are types of POV, but even within those, there are LEVELS of POV.  

Viewpoint depth can be manipulated. Here are the basic levels of depth-
(and this applies regardless of the TYPE of viewpoint --multiple or single 
or first-person)  

And remember, in any given passage, you'll be moving up and down 
through the levels. But we'll do these separately so you can see how they 
work.  

Depth of penetration:  

Acti
on 
Perc
epti
on 
Tho
ught 
Feeli
ng  

Action  

First level... ACTION. This allows a bit of participation in that the reader 
gets to experience some action. But no more than the action! This works 
really well in some big combat or danger scenes, when you have to 
narrate what's going on and don't want to wreck the pacing by getting 
into thoughts. Consider describing a tornado. There's no real viewpoint 
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character. You're just narrating the house flying there, the wind blowing 
the tree down. Or you can do the action from the POV of a character who 
is far too busy surviving to have time to think. So the POV character 
might still have an individual perception of events (the soldier down in the 
foxhole is going to have a different view of the action than the fighter 
pilot above the battle looking for his target), but there won't be much 
thought or feeling expressed.  

On the action level, it's important to make the narration interesting and 
exciting. The reader should participate in the adventure through the 
unique perceptions of the character, but without having to get bogged 
down into feelings at this point.  

Another place I sometimes go "up" to the action level (from the feeling 
or thought level) is when the POV character is blocking or denying 
something.  

For example, the pacifist hero is loading his gun to go out and avenge 
his family's slaughter– it can be very effective to set up all the conflict 
of pacifism vs. revenge, and then show this playing out just in action, as 
if he cannot bear to think it through– he just has to act or he won't be 
ABLE to act.  

Also highly emotional moments are often paradoxically more effective 
from a more distant "exterior" POV (as long as you've set it up so the 
reader can KNOW what the character is feeling here, and participate– it's 
one of those places where the reader can cry because the character 
won't!)  

So, for example, if a woman comes home after 10 years of working in 
the city, and she's so eager to see her mother, and has saved some 
money and is going to tell mom, "I'm taking you to Paris, just like we 
always dreamed!"  

– let her think about all that, show her great anticipation, and then, when 
she actually gets to her old house and sees the ambulance out in front... 
go up to "action level." She withdraws from her own emotions so that she 
can get through the next few minutes... show her walking up to the back 
door of the ambulance, twisting the knob, opening it, looking in....  

Much more powerful, really, as long as you've set it up– the reader will 
experience the dread FOR her. The more emblematic the actions, the 
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stronger the experience will be. Like she climbs into the ambulance and 
sits down and takes her mother's limp hand, and with her other hand 
reaches into her pocket and crumples up the tickets to Paris. Use the 
actions to show what she's feeling.  

Perception  

Next level is PERCEPTIONS. This lets the reader experience not just 
action but the perceptions of a viewpoint character. We are in his skull. 
We see what he sees, we hear what he hears. (In multiple POV, you 
can shift to another viewpoint character's perceptions if you need to.)  

Perception is very like an animal perspective. If you read animal books, 
like White Fang, you'll get a good example of that. When I use it most is 
when the viewpoint character is blocking thought and feeling because he 
needs to stay very alert--as when he's in danger. He doesn't have time 
to think. Thoughts are more intimate and more demanding too of energy 
and time. Think how much space introspection can take up on a page! 
But we're in his SKULL, not his MIND.  

This is often effective when something dangerous or bad is maybe going 
to happen, so he/she needs to keep careful watch and be ready for 
anything– "senses on alert". Once the bad thing starts to happen, you 
might want to come up into the action level to narrate the action part.  

What I'd suggest is you keep it interesting by making sure he has 
interesting perceptions! For example, if he's a sailor, he'll perceive the 
weather very differently than a landlubber will. He'll feel the coming of a 
storm in his bones, or on the wind on his face. He'll smell it in the air. 
He won't just turn on the Weather Channel!  

So if you're in the fastpaced action mode but want more going on, go 
with perceptions but make them unique to him if you can.  

Musicians HEAR more than they SEE, for example. Who is this guy, and 
how does he perceive the world? How does he get the info he needs? 
That's where you get the interesting perceptions.  

Thought  

If you are describing a self-realization, like, "he knew, at that moment, 
that the only thing that gave him courage was the hope that soon he 
would be able to see her again." We're getting deep now. We're almost 
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one with this guy. But... there's a responsibility here. We don't suddenly 
jump out of his thoughts into omniscient, or we might not know what it 
is he knows, and what the "Above narrator" knows.  

So if you're in a character's MIND, you're really with him. It can slow 
down action--so be careful. Be ready to come back up to the perceiving 
level if things get hairy or action gets really fast. So, if you want a 
faster pace, you use perception. That's almost surface-level.  

Feeling  

Finally, the innermost level is... emotions. This is verrrry intimate. It's 
like being once removed from the character soul. In some books, we 
don't ever need to get this deep. Just as in some relationships, we never 
need to know how a person feels.  

Think of Miss Jane Marple in the Agatha Christie books. We didn't 
need to know that she misses her nephew. So keep the emotion part 
for the characters we need to know WELL. Intimately.  

This is usually reserved for major characters. The reason is--astute 
readers expect that if we're let in on the emotional life of a character, 
he/she will end up being important, and the emotion described will 
somehow affect the plot.  

So you have to be careful NOT to go this deep into viewpoint 
without a specific plot purpose.  

There's no problem being in the viewpoint of a butler as he enters 
an empty room and discovers a dead body on the floor. BUT... unless the 
body is of his own son, or of the boss he hated, maybe you should dip 
only to the perception level, or you'll be giving him too much emotional 
importance in the plot.  

And certainly don't waste the impact of sharing emotions on 
someone who will never appear again in the story, unless you have a 
very good reason.  

Sharing emotions is like sharing a bed--if you're promiscuous about 
it, it lessens the importance of any one emotional experience.  

That's why you might want to be wary of using the emotional 
level of viewpoint with minor characters. And you might even consider 
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how often you want to use it with the major characters!  

I know this sounds heretical. But sometimes, especially with 
heroes, a little distance can make them even more appealing. It's almost 
as if, when he doesn't cry, we do the crying for him. Think about it.  

Laura Kinsale suggests, in a highly emotional scene, especially 
with a hero, to pull away a bit. Let the SCENE provide the emotion, not 
the viewpoint. IOW, come up to the level of thought, or even higher. 
OR... if there is another character in the scene--let that character be in 
viewpoint.  

Now ordinarily you want to present the scene in the viewpoint of the 
person who has most at stake, who provides the most interesting 
perspective.... whatever. But imagine this scenario: The hero is going to 
the gallows tomorrow. Obviously he's got a lot at stake emotionally.  

Now which would affect you more?  

You're deep inside of him. He's thinking, "I don't want to die! I really 
don't want to die! I'm scared! This isn't fair!" All very plausible... but he's 
doing all the feeling.  
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There might not be too much room for the rest of us. And 
sometimes the more emotionally we write, the more it sounds like self-
pity.  

Try this one: Hero is sitting in his cell, writing. Heroine is the 
viewpoint character. She is anguished.  

She reaches through the bars to him. He rises, comes to her, takes her 
hand and kisses it. Then he presses a paper into her hand. "This is my 
will. I left everything to you." He adds huskily, "Take care of our baby 
with it." Then there's a sound in the corridor and he looks up. "They're 
coming. I want you to go home now. NOW! I don't want you to see..." 
She protests, feels the tears come, senses his fear but also his resolve--
and when he insists, sadly leaves him to face his fate... but determines 
that she will have to bear witness to his death, even if from a position 
that he cannot see.  

In the second scenario, we get to participate not only in his fear 
(which she senses) but in his courageous actions. Because she loves him, 
she's in anguish too, but it seems unselfish because she is suffering about 
HIM. And we see his ACTIONS, which are brave and stoic. We know how 
he must be feeling, but we are not confined to his emotions. We can see 
how bravely he behaves too, which he, deep in his own viewpoint, might 
not have narrated.  

I tried this once in a scene where the heroine has been 
ostracized. I put it in the hero's point of view.  

She was clearly hurt, but he saw her with respect as well as pity. 
She came across as heroic, not just as a victim.  

Generally, of course, you want to be in the viewpoint that matters 
most at that time. But remember that sometimes a more distant 
viewpoint allows the reader to participate more by filling in the blanks--
"He must be so worried! But he's so brave..."  

When you do a distant or lighter viewpoint, remember to 
compensate with increased perception or action. Make the actions 
resonant with meaning.  

He crumbles up a note. He goes to the window and opens it and leans 
out and breathes deep of the night air, which tastes clean and pure.  
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Make the action show the emotion. Men often express emotion 
through action, so this will also make the guy seem more masculine.  

In the "revelation" scene in a romance, it's a good idea to go 
straight to dialogue to let their exchange of love carry all the weight. You 
don't need internalization when you have them talking.  

"You--you know how I feel," he said. (don't add, He couldn't say it, but 
he meant that he loved her.)  

“I know it? I don't think so. I think you have to tell me."(Don't add, 
she really wanted to hear the words.)  

"You know. I... I feel it for you." (don't add, he still couldn't bring himself 
to say it.)  

"You feel WHAT for me?" (consider action here--She glanced down at 
their clasped hands and smiled.) "Pity? Antagonism? Remorse?"  

"No!"  

In other words, use the emotional internalization when there isn't 
a way to SHOW it through action and dialogue. Don't let it substitute, 
for example, for them talking to each other. She doesn't have the 
reader's ability to "read" his emotions--he has to say them to her. So 
make him do the work.  

Additional Comment from Alicia  

Here's a not so rule-of-thumb. In fact, it's sexist and probably doesn't 
apply very often. But what the heck – women tend to be more expressive 
than men. So when women are feeling fear and anguish and other 
negative emotions, they often get more, not less, verbal. So their 
sentences will be more studded with emotion words – they’ll explain more 
and describe more of what's going on inside and out. Not all women, 
certainly, but many will get more elaborate and expressive when 
emotional. Many men will tend to get less verbal and will use body action 
more to express their emotions. So a woman might say, "I felt so hurt 
and betrayed, I couldn't think of what to do. All I could do is look at that 
divorce agreement and look at his signature and remember our wedding 
day, when we...." etc. Etc. A man might say, "the divorce agreement 
arrived in the mail. I glanced at it and shoved it into the desk drawer, 
under last year's tax return. Then I went out into the garage and got a 
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hammer and I took off my wedding ring and smashed it against the 
concrete floor until it was nothing but a twist of metal."  

 
ASSIGNMENT 3: ACTION-LEVEL VIEWPOINT  

Okay, I'm going to ask you to write paragraphs here--again in first-
person-for each level.  

Choose some point where your character has to take some action, 
something physical, and then write a paragraph where he/she narrates 
the action. Now first person is weird with action--it's actually easier to 
write action in third--but let's try this to see how this person would 
describe what's happening.  

Example:  

He was drunk and stupid as he shoved me out of the way, and it almost 
shamed me, thinking of beating him when he was so out of it. Then I 
thought of Laura, and of the girl with the glassy eyes, and figured that 
even drunk, he was plenty dangerous. But to be sporting, and to keep it 
from being legally assault, I let him take the first punch--a wild swing 
that connected with my shoulder. Then I hit him. Pinpoint, right on the 
nose. I jumped back to avoid the spray of blood and snot, then reached 
out and spun him around and shoved him into the driver's seat. He sat 
there swearing at me, holding his nose, and I took hold of the back of his 
head and shoved his face into the steering wheel. Needed to establish the 
blood spatter there and on the dash--and if it knocked him out, well, all 
the better. When his mutterings trailed off into moans, I tossed a couple 
of the date-rape pills onto the seat beside him, reached across the back 
of his head to shift into drive, closed the door, and watched the car roll 
into the brick wall at the end of the alley. Then I stripped off my gloves 
and stuffed them into my pocket. Once I was out of the alley, I found a 
payphone and dialed 911 to report a drunk driver and an accident in an 
alley behind the Poison Club. I lingered there in a doorway, across the 
street from the club, and watched as the police arrived and took him 
away in handcuffs. He was just being shoved into the patrol car when the 
photographers arrived.  

Try to get in your character's concerns and thoughts (like my guy, a cop, 
wants to pretend this isn't legally an assault :) but concentrate on 
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narrating the physical action. Don't edit--just let it flow.  

ASSIGNMENT 4: PERCEPTION-LEVEL VIEWPOINT  

Okay, now let's work on a paragraph where the dominant mode is 
perception--the character is feeling, seeing, hearing. This happens most 
often when he/she goes into a new setting and has to take stock and 
figure out what's where and whether there's danger and what's different 
and such. Think about how this person perceives--what he will notice 
first, what matters to her, what sort of words he'll use (a rough cowboy 
won't say a chair is "delicate"; he'll say, "That chair's so spindly, I'd 
likely break it to sit on it."), and what conclusions she'll draw. Just make 
the perception as individual as you can--only he or she would perceive 
exactly this. You don't have to use every sense, but use the ones 
he/she'd use in this situation.  

Example:  

(Jackson is a cop, and he's about to commit a crime, and he wants to 
get away with it. :)  

A quick search of the block and I located his vehicle--a steel-gray 
Hummer sitting squarely and illegally in the alley behind the club. I 
walked along the driver's side, using the floodlight over the club's back 
door to see inside. The lock was the kind easily jimmied by someone who 
knew what he was doing. And I knew what I was doing. But the muted 
music from the club suddenly grew loud as the door opened. I ducked 
down behind the car, one hand on the damp brick of the ground, the 
other on the smooth paint of the Hummer. I could smell garbage from the 
overflowing dumpster at the end of the alley, and that gave me an idea. 
When the footsteps receded and the music went quiet again, I stood up 
and paced off the distance between the front of the Hummer and the 
front of the dumpster. Twenty feet. Enough to cause some damage? 
Probably.  

ASSIGNMENT 5: THOUGHT-LEVEL VIEWPOINT  

The thought level is actually kind of the background for most of the 
narrative. That is, the character is thinking while he's acting, perceiving, 
and/or feeling. It's the dominant mode for most characters. Yeah, there 
are characters who act more than they think--the impulsive ones, and 
others who perceive more than they think--the observant ones, and those 
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who feel more than they think--the emotional ones. That is, we have 
dominant LEVELS of viewpoint just as we have dominant senses. But 
usually the running commentary behind the action is the character's 
thoughts.  

Thoughts do a whole lot--they show the character's understanding of the 
situation, and they show her biases and values and conflicts, and they 
show the choices she has as she sees them, and the conclusions she 
makes and the decisions she makes.  

Examples:  

But you also want to show the conflict playing out in her mind. (Not just 
the big overall conflict, but the conflict generated by whatever is 
happening in his scene.)  

She nestled with a sigh against him, and said, "I can't believe we're 
getting married. After all we've been through."  

"Yeah," Danny said, "I'm really happy. Hey, for our honeymoon, how 
about we go to that car show in Detroit?"  

A car show. In Detroit. In January. For her honeymoon. Great. He 
didn't even try to be romantic. But if it was what he wanted.... maybe 
if she agreed, but with a grumpy look on her face- 

Wait a minute. Didn't they just agree that she was supposed to speak 
up when she had a problem? Because he was so bad at reading her 
mind?  

"Uh, Danny, Detroit in January's not really my idea of romantic. Let's 
think of somewhere warm and inviting."  

One thing I've learned is that you have to SHOW the conflict. In this case, 
you have to show her thinking grumpily that he doesn't read her mind 
right, and then show her figuring out what to do. Let the conflict manifest 
in her behavior and thoughts. She doesn't have to completely understand 
what's going on in her head, but show it happening.  

For example, if you want to show a character who is in denial 
about something, show him denying it.  

Phil looked down at his battered old guitar. They'd had good times, the 
band did. Lots of music and laughter and booze--and then they busted 
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up. Women always did that to a gang, got in there and screwed with the 
guys' heads. Jimmy wouldn't have ever gone into rehab, ruining that last 
tour, if it weren't for his dragon queen, insisting he was blacking out and 
needed detox. And after that, she made him think he couldn't tour with 
them anymore without "risking his sobriety", as she put it in her prissy 
way. Yeah, right. Sobriety. They were rock and rollers! Booze and broads 
and bass guitars! That's what Jimmy needed, not sobriety.  

Women. Always messing everything up. Phil poured another whisky, 
noticing dimly that the bottle was empty. He wondered where his 
own dragon queen was these days. Probably off with some sober 
guy. An accountant. Boring.  

The reader is going to get it--that Phil is blaming women for the 
band's breakup, when it was really their own self-destructive 
behavior that set up the choice between continued band and 
continued life. He doesn't have to realize it--but you need to show 
him actually in the act of denial so the reader can see not only the 
truth but his denial of the truth.  

One thing I'm constantly saying when I critique a scene is, "Finish 
the thought." That is, if the character is thinking,  

This was the third time Jerry had stood her up in a week. Yeah, it was to 
do open-heart surgery on a senator, but still.  

She's analyzing a situation, putting together evidence and counter-
evidence (third time/open-heart surgery). This pretty much requires some 
conclusion and/or decision, even if the decision is to put off making a 
decision. So you probably need to show that. Here are some sample 
"thought finishers" to close out this thought passage:  

--... but still. He was treating her like a hypochondriac patient, putting 
her off with soothing words whenever she somehow managed to get hold 
of him. (Conclusion--he's treating her like....) She'd give him one more 
week, and then, well, then she'd decide what to do. (Decision to put off 
decision.)  

--... but still. She felt churlish, wanting dinner with her to take precedent 
over saving lives. She should count her blessings. He was good-looking, 
rich, and important. And he loved her, even if he was usually too tired to 
show it. She needed to cut him some slack. Wasn't that what Oprah 
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always said? "If you love someone, let them go, and if they love you, 
they'll come back." She picked up the phone and called his voice-mail and 
said to the recording, "Jerry, thanks for letting me know you're working 
tonight. Good luck on the surgery. I'll see you when I see you! Love ya!" 
(Decision to action.)  

--... but still. She deserved better than this. He was a good man, but 
they didn't really have a life together, and she was tired of pretending 
that they did. She picked up the phone to call him, and then realized it 
probably wasn't a great idea to break up with a surgeon right before he 
went into operate on a senator. Instead, she went to the computer and 
sat down and composed an email, deleting it three times before she got 
it right--"Jerry, I can tell this isn't a great time for you to start a new 
relationship, and so I think it would be best to go back to a more casual 
situation. Let's be friends and if we get together sometimes, let's do it 
without any expectations, okay? Call me sometime if you have time."  

--but still. She deserved better than this. Best to fight fire with fire. She 
picked up the phone and called her best friend Tammie. "Hey, you 
interested in joining that volleyball group at the Y? You should see the 
hunky guys. And the male-female ratio is 3-1!"  

So... show the conflict and finish the thought!  

Now put all this into a "thought paragraph". You can have action and 
perception and emotion, but make the purpose of this passage be 
thinking about something and coming to a conclusion and/or decision.  

Example:  

(Jackson's ex is Laura, who was date-raped by the same guy who 
tried to rape this woman.)  

I watched her eyes, and I could see it happening. She was making the 
same decision that Laura did, to conceal the crime. She was going to 
refuse to report it. I saw her shame as she tried to explain. "He's famous. 
It'll get into the tabloids. There'll be photos of me, and --and they'll talk 
about my past, and hassle my parents, and I--I just can't. It'll be like 
going through it again and again. And he'll probably get off."  

I took a deep breath and let it go. It wasn't my decision. And I didn't 
have any right to judge her. "Okay. But I'm going to get you a cab and 
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send you to the emergency room. You might have a concussion."  

I got her into a taxi, gave the cabbie $10 and told him to take her to St. 
V's down the street. All the while I had my hand in my pocket, fingering 
the capsules I'd gotten from the evidence locker at the stationhouse 
back home. I walked back to the actor's car and opened the driver's side 
door. He was still slumped there, unconscious. He looked like just 
another drunk-driving accident. And that wasn't all he was. I withdrew 
the capsules and gazed at them in the dim light. Planting the goods. The 
first step down the slope of corruption for a cop. But sometimes getting 
justice required some creativity. I used the hem of my t-shirt to wipe the 
capsules clean, then let them drop on the seat right between his legs. 
And then I crossed the street to the pay phone and dialed 911.  

 

ASSIGNMENT 6: EMOTION-LEVEL VIEWPOINT  

Now find a passage that's mostly about emotion, and write it from the 
character's viewpoint. Remember, the deeper into emotion you go, the 
more the passage will reflect the character's voice. In the passage below, 
as Jackson gets madder, he goes for longer sentences, kind of a litany of 
"things I'm mad about".  

See if you can show some transition or conclusion in the end, like 
below, where Jackson moves from feeling mad to feeling betrayed.  

"Yeah, and boys are all so peaceful. Especially those who kidnap by 
force." I was getting mad again. I'd never been any good at suppressing 
my emotions. I could hide them, but I couldn't make them go away. And 
here this kid came to my town and made this mess and wasted all that 
money and officer time and endangered every last volunteer who went 
searching down those caves and in those hills– and he left me with this 
stupid PR problem, having to release a not-quite honest statement about 
the lost guy being found and returned to his family. Yeah, the local 
newspaper editor is the civic-minded type, and the last thing he wanted 
was anyone thinking that there was a dangerous felon loose in town, or 
something rotten in the family Wakefield, so he printed what I told him. 
But that felt like a sellout to me, a sellout to this family that wanted to 
keep its secrets. And Laura, my Laura, who trusted me with her body 
and spirit, didn't trust me with those secrets.  
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CHARACTER SPEAK  

Character think has something to do with character speak. That is, 
theoretically our voice is our voice, right? Our inner voice resembles 
our outer voice? Only... not. I mean, in my head, the things I "say" 
are extremely intelligent, cogent, and wise. But when they get to my 
mouth? Dumb, vague, and trite. <G>  

But the major difference between character think and character speak is 
that Think is a monologue, and Speak is a dialogue. That is, dialogue is 
interactive. It's not just the character speaking, but the character 
interacting with someone else who is speaking. And that makes all the 
difference in the world.  

I'm sure you've had the experience of composing a perfectly coherent and 
calm speech in your head, like explaining to your spouse why you have 
decided not to go to his parents' house this Christmas though he can go if 
he wants. And then three words into the speech, he says something like, 
"So you've decided that marriage doesn't require sacrifice, huh?" or "I 
suppose you think YOUR family is a real treat to visit?"  

And your careful speech goes right out the window, and you're scrambling 
defensively (or offensively) to regain the upper hand, or lip, and you start 
saying things like, "If I'd known that your mother was going to spend 20 
years criticizing me without a word of protest from you, I would never 
have married you!"  

That's dialogue. That's interaction.  

So stop worrying about your character's voice--you've figured that out by 
letting them speak for themselves. Now think about your character's 
dialogue style. Is she deliberate or impulsive in speaking and responding? 
Does she listen carefully and think before answering, or does she hear 
one word and start interrupting? How does he handle it when he 
disagrees? Does he say, "No, you're an idiot!" or "That's an interesting 
approach. I also can see another way of looking at it...." Is she fluent and 
articulate or more tentative and incoherent? Does he change his way of 
speaking to match the other person's level of understanding or does he 
lecture to a 4-year old?  

Those are just a few conversational "voice" markers. So think through 
that. But here's something else to contemplate--these people are in this 
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book because life isn't going routinely for them. That is, life has changed 
and you're writing about how and why and what happens next. So in the 
course of your story, your character is likely to be put into situations 
where his/her default actions or approaches aren't going to work. And 
some of these are going to be dialogue situations. So you not only have 
to get a sense of how your character speaks and converses normally, but 
also how that style might change under extreme circumstances.  

Okay, you've explored what your character sounds like most of the time. 
That is, you know what her background is, what her vocabulary level is, 
whether she's quick-talking or slow-talking, etc. BUT... this isn't most of 
the time. Your book takes this character and puts her in an unusual 
situation. She's going to probably modify her dialogue to adapt to this 
situation.  

For example, an open, ingenuous heroine might find herself in a situation 
where she has to keep a secret, be discreet, think before she speaks, etc. 
So think about what special demands the plot situation will put on the 
character's "speech".  

This heroine is going to have to watch what she says, probably. Is it 
going to be easy for her? Nooooooo. She's going to start to say 
something, bite it off, and then try to recover. "My name is G--uh, 
Gloria." She's going to find herself tongue-tied... because she's tied her 
tongue in knots to keep from saying the wrong thing. She's going to 
stutter and start and stammer in a very unaccustomed way... because 
she is a person who speaks freely who can NOT speak freely.  

Nick, on the other hand, is generally a pretty discreet guy. He's more 
used to writing than to speaking. He's always had to be pretty careful 
about what he says and how he says it, because he came from a lower-
class home and worked hard later to "improve" his speech to sound more 
like a professional. His "dialogue dilemma" in this story is, well, the 
heroine. Jan is his former wife, and he hurt her badly 10 years ago, and 
she's pretty resistant to him. He doesn't want her to know that he really 
wants her back, because he knows if she knows that, she'll run the other 
way. So he has to hold back his emotions with the one person he really is 
emotional with. He's got to keep everything businesslike and not refer to 
the past, and not apologize too much for treating her badly. So he's going 
to tamp down on any really honest displays of emotion. He'll find that 
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very hard when she's in danger and he wants to protect her and tell her 
she has to be careful because he loves her.... when of course that's the 
last thing she wants to hear. AND... near the end, he's going to have to 
trust her and be open, which scares him to death, so I expect a bit of 
stuttering and stammering and false starts when he has to tell her the 
truth.  

So keep that in mind. Patterns of speech are pretty much inherent, but 
the plot situation might challenge them to be more or less open, more or 
less discreet, more or less honest. Think about what your plot challenges 
them to be.  

 
ASSIGNMENT 7: DIALOGUE INTERACTION  

Now remember, if I haven't commented on an assignment of yours 
yet, you're first in line. :)  

First jot down markers of this person's regular conversational style 
(like "guarded, articulate, polite" or "quick-thinking, funny, always 
looking for a chance to make a joke, never takes anything seriously").  

Then think about the conversations your character is involved in. Find 
one that challenges him or her to respond differently than usual, for 
example, one where a discreet person must choose to confide, or an 
honest person to lie, or an impulsive person to choose her words 
carefully.  

Take a page or two and read it over, and underline or bold or whatever 
where you've presented this person with a challenge to change his/her 
conversational style. Do you think this person's new approach reflects 
both who he/she is and what the situation calls for, not to mention 
his/her emotion and agenda at this moment?  

MORE DIALOGUE TIPS  

Keep it short: 3-4 lines between " ", then insert an action, change 
speakers, switch to a quick thought. This creates more white space, 
suggests more movement, forces you to be cogent and quick.  

Keep it snappy: This is conversation, not a lecture. Go for demand-reply, 
stimulus-response... aim for conflict within the conversation. SHOW the 
conflict by snapping back and forth. They don't have to be vicious as 
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long as they can interrupt each other. :)  

Keep it interactive: Use conversational cues like interruptions, repeated 
keywords ("You should give him a refund, dad." "Refund? Refund?"), 
back and forth question-and-answer or provocation-response dynamics. 
They can echo each other or contradict each other or mimic each other's 
rhythms, interpret each other –  

"Just once, I'd like us to have a Christmas, just the two of us." "Come 
on, what you really mean is, you hate my mother."  

"Okay, I hate your mother."  

Keep it dynamic: The conversation should change the plot in some way if 
possible--she reveals something she didn't mean to, they figure 
something out together, he makes an enemy.... Also show the 
conversation changing as it goes on. Don't get stuck in a static is-not/is-
so conflict repetition. They start out agreeing and end up realizing that 
they're at odds, or they start out hopelessly deadlocked and talk their 
way to a truce.  

Keep it subtext: Use dialogue to show what lies underneath--a 
flirtation? A secret? A deception? What's being concealed yet still 
revealed?  

Keep it meaningful: Forget the "hello, how are you?" Make every 
dialogue exchange count. Start conversations in a provocative way, like: 
"Where the hell have you been?" or "I should have known I'd find you 
here," or "Hey, it's you! I've been dreaming about you."  

 
 


