
Revealing Plot and Emotion with 
Natural Dialogue

T.O. Paine

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Welcome to “Revealing Plot and Emotion with Natural Dialogue”

Today, we’re going to create three characters and a scene for them to have a discussion showing how dialogue can move the plot and evoke strong emotions for the reader.
	



“Valerie”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
“Say hello to Valerie, everyone. She’s going to be the main character in the dialogue we’ll be writing today. As a one-year-old here, she is a blank slate as a character, not having lived yet, so we don’t know how to write dialogue for her. But that’s okay, she’ll grow up, have life experiences, and develop her attitudes and motivations that will drive the things she says.”

In the beginning, a child can’t talk. 
You know nothing about your child.

Why the goggles?
Why pajamas?
Do they always where pajamas?
They are smiling. Does that mean they’re an optimist?

You’ve got to teach the child to talk.
It’s going to be so much fun raising them, learning about them

They can’t say a word until you them. 

Where are they from?
What level of education do they have?
What is their philosophy on life?



Slow is Smooth, and Smooth is Fast

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Today, we’re going to write dialogue that reveals plot and emotion.�
It is going to turn out really cool, so bear with me to the end.

We’ve got X minutes to do this, and in the end, we will have only written a few lines, because we going to take it slow at first.��Once you’ve done what we’re about to do a few times, it gets faster and faster and eventually becomes natural to you.



Unnatural Dialogue
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Informative

Journalist

Interrupted

Commonplace

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Interrupted – Dialogue that is interrupted by long passages of description

Informative – The writer uses the dialog to tell the reader things the characters know about the plot, other characters, the themes, etc, but that the reader doesn’t know. The writer does this by manufacturing reasons for the dialog like “As you know Bob, . . . “�
Journalistic – The character speaking the dialogue begins telling not just the other characters, but the reader about some topic they know a lot about.


Commonplace – Desperate to make the conversation realistic, the writer includes a lot of niceties like “Hi, hello. How are you? I’m fine.” and will purposely have the character’s talk about mundane things.



Who Did Valerie 
Become?

Motivations

History

Attitudes ?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You have to know your character before you can speak for them.

Each character has three main things behind their dialogue.

Every character can have 100 things about them in their profile

Real dialogue comes from real people.
Without going deep into each character, these are the three things I rely on to make the character real.




History
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•   Location
• Then and Now

•   Economic
• Rags or Riches

•   Traumatic Events 
• Mental State



Valerie History

• Location
• Red Oak, Iowa to

Miami, Florida

•   Economic
• Her Single Mom Job-to-Job

•   Traumatic Event 
• Parents Divorced

?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Real dialogue comes from real people.
Without going deep into each character, these are the three things I rely on to make the character real.

Each character has three main things behind their dialogue.

Every character can have 100 things about them in their profile




Common Character Attitudes

8
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Somber – Snape in Harry Potter – Alan Rickman
Excited – Elle Woods in Legally Blonde – Reese Witherspoon
Poised – Obi-Wan Kenobi in Star Wars – Alec Guinness
Sarcastic – Chandler in Friends – Matthew Perry
Indifferent – The Dude in The Big Lebowski – Jeff Bridges




Valerie’s Attitude

•Poised
•Calm
•Confident
•Composed

?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Real dialogue comes from real people.
Without going deep into each character, these are the three things I rely on to make the character real.

Each character has three main things behind their dialogue.

Every character can have 100 things about them in their profile




Common Character Motivations
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Pride

Identity

Obsession

SurvivalPower Revenge

Intellect

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Revenge – Beatrix Kiddo in Kill Bill – Uma Thurman
Power – Napolean
Survival – Mark Watney in The Martian - Matt Damon
Identity – Truman Burbank in The Truman Show – Jim Carrey
Intellect – Hermione Granger in Harry Potter – Emma Watson
Pride – Johnny Lawrence in The Karate Kid – William Zabka
Obsession – Alex Forrest in Fatal Attraction – Glenn Close
	Alex was obsessed with Michael Douglas’s character.

Obession has to do with Love. You obsess on someone or something you love.





Valerie Motivation

•Survival
•Resilient
•Rule-Breaker
•Resourceful

?



Paul
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• Location
• Miami, Florida

•  Economic
• Trust-fund Youth

•  Traumatic Event 
• Put in Boarding School

• Attitude
• Sarcastic

• Motivation
• Power



Cassie
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• Location
• Miami, Florida

•  Economic
• Middle Class Suburban

•  Traumatic Event 
• Father Never Loved Her

• Attitude
• Excited

• Motivation
• Obsession

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Cassie is obsessed with Valerie




Valerie
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• Location Now
• Miami, Florida

•  Economic
• Her Single Mom Job-to-Job

•  Traumatic Event 
• Parents Divorced 

• Attitude
• Poised

• Motivation
• Survival

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s take a step back and talk about Plot and Emotion



How Dialogue Drives Plot

Conflict and Tension

Information Reveal

Hidden Motivations

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Like the invisible forces that guide a ship’s sail, dialogue steers the tale through calm waters and rough seas, often determining the direction of the journey itself.

Ken Kesey wrote One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest

Information Reveal
	Rather than dumping backstory, dialogue can naturally expose:
Relationships
Past events
Current conflicts
Sudden confessions
Revealed Identities
Shocking pasts
	
Uncover Hidden Motivations
	Plot deepens when we understand why people act. Dialogue allows characters to:
Mask or reveal motives
Justify questionable actions
Evolve over time

Conflict and Tension
	Conflict is the heart of plot. Dialogue can spark or escalate it:
Arguments
Lies
Betrayals
Power plays
A plea that changes someone’s mind
A threat that provokes violence
A deal that alters alliances











Dialogue Drives Plot

Harding: And, my friend, if you continue to 
demonstrate such hostile tendencies, such as telling 
people to go to hell, you get lined up to go to the 
Shock Shop, perhaps even on to greater things, an 
operation, an—
McMurphy: “Damn it, Harding, I told you I’m not up 
on this talk.”
Harding: The Shock Shop, Mr. McMurphy, is jargon for 
the EST machine, the Electro Shock Therapy. A 
device that might be said to do the work of the 
sleeping pill, the electric chair, and the torture rack. 

Information 
Reveal

Hidden 
Motivations

Conflict and 
Tension

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Like the invisible forces that guide a ship’s sail, dialogue steers the tale through calm waters and rough seas, often determining the direction of the journey itself.
�NOTE: The tags and beats have purposely been left out because that is for another presentation  . . . ��Word Choice (Diction)
Emotion leaks through diction (formal vs. raw) and syntax (short bursts vs. rambling).
Angry or scared characters speak differently than calm or happy ones.
	Examples:
“Don’t you dare talk about her like that.” → Anger, protective instinct.
“I just... I didn’t know what else to do.” → Regret, helplessness.
	
Pacing and Interruptions
Hannibal starts with a long narrative, stirring up Clarice.
Clarice immediately quickens the pace with the two, short “I don’t knows”
Chilton interrupts their conversation, also with a short “Okay. Let’s go”
He could have said, “Excuse me, you two. The time has come for Clarice to leave.”

Subtext: What’s Not Said
What Hannibal is really saying (subtext):
Hannibal is suggesting that Clarice is obsessed with stopping the "screaming of the lambs" – a metaphor for the psychological trauma and violence she experiences. He's subtly manipulating her into feeling responsible for a situation beyond her control and implies that saving Catherine is a futile attempt to resolve her inner turmoil. 











Dialogue Evokes Emotion

Subtext

Tone & Word Choice

Pacing and 
Interruptions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Word Choice:�         Angry or scared characters speak differently than calm or happy ones. 
      Example: 
          He opened the door slowly like turning the handle on a jack-n-box, half-expecting a bloody clown to leap out at him.
          He opened the door slowly like turning the handle on a music box, careful to keep the spinning ballerina on top from falling over.
�Pacing and Interruptions
Pauses, interruptions, and ellipses mimic real emotional struggle.
       Example:�	“I... I didn’t mean to—God, I didn’t think she’d actually—”
               This stuttering conveys panic or guilt.
    
Subtext: What’s Not Said�	Emotion often hides beneath the words. A character might lie, dodge, or downplay—making the real emotion more powerful.

�--------------�Like the invisible forces that guide a ship’s sail, dialogue steers the tale through calm waters and rough seas, often determining the direction of the journey itself.
�Word Choice (Diction)
Emotion leaks through diction (formal vs. raw) and syntax (short bursts vs. rambling).
Angry or scared characters speak differently than calm or happy ones.
	Examples:
“Don’t you dare talk about her like that.” → Anger, protective instinct.
“I just... I didn’t know what else to do.” → Regret, helplessness.
	
Pacing and Interruptions
Pauses, interruptions, and ellipses mimic real emotional struggle.
Characters who are emotional often lose fluency or control of the conversation.
	Example:
“I... I didn’t mean to—God, I didn’t think she’d actually—”
		This stuttering conveys panic or guilt.

Subtext: What’s Not Said
Emotion often hides beneath the words. A character might lie, dodge, or downplay—making the real emotion more powerful.
	Example:
“Yeah, I’m fine.” (Said with a forced smile, eyes avoiding contact.)
		This shows pain or avoidance without directly saying it.







��Word Choice (Diction)
Emotion leaks through diction (formal vs. raw) and syntax (short bursts vs. rambling).
Angry or scared characters speak differently than calm or happy ones.
	Examples:
“Don’t you dare talk about her like that.” → Anger, protective instinct.
“I just... I didn’t know what else to do.” → Regret, helplessness.
	
Pacing and Interruptions
Pauses, interruptions, and ellipses mimic real emotional struggle.
Characters who are emotional often lose fluency or control of the conversation.
	Example:
“I... I didn’t mean to—God, I didn’t think she’d actually—”
		This stuttering conveys panic or guilt.

Subtext: What’s Not Said
Emotion often hides beneath the words. A character might lie, dodge, or downplay—making the real emotion more powerful.
	Example:
“Yeah, I’m fine.” (Said with a forced smile, eyes avoiding contact.)
		This shows pain or avoidance without directly saying it.











Emotion
Hannibal Lecter: You still wake up sometimes, don't you? You 
wake up in the dark and hear the screaming of the lambs.
Clarice Starling: Yes.
Hannibal Lecter: And you think if you save poor Catherine, 
you could make them stop, don't you? You think if Catherine 
lives, you won't wake up in the dark ever again to that awful 
screaming of the lambs.
Clarice Starling: I don't know. I don't know.
Hannibal Lecter: Thank you, Clarice. Thank you.
Clarice Starling: Tell me his name, Doctor.
Hannibal Lecter: Dr. Chilton, I presume. I think you
know each other.
Dr. Frederick Chilton: Okay. Let's go.
Clarice Starling: It's your turn, Doctor.
Dr. Frederick Chilton: Out!
Clarice Starling: Tell me his name!

Word 
Choice

Subtext

Pacing and 
Interruptions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Word Choice (Diction) - Screaming vs. bahhing
Subtext: What’s Not Said
Hannibal isn’t really talking about Clarice saving Catherine so the lambs will stop screaming in her head. It’s much bigger than that. He’s talking about Clarice’s deep-seated need to make up for not having saved the lambs and the pain it has caused her for her entire life. He doesn’t say, “you have unresolved childhood trauma and you're using law enforcement as a coping mechanism.” Instead, he talks about screaming lambs.


Pacing and Interruptions
Hannibal starts with a long narrative, stirring up Clarice.
Clarice immediately quickens the pace with the two, short “I don’t knows”
Chilton interrupts their conversation, also with a short “Okay. Let’s go”
He could have said, “Excuse me, you two. The time has come for Clarice to leave.”











Scene Background

19

Valerie’s good friend of over four years. A 
cautious thrill seeker.

Independently wealthy man who has built 
a successful but mysterious business in 
Florida.

Unable to commit to long-term, steady 
employment, Valerie seeks “gigs” to 
support herself.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s set up the scene for our dialogue

Get each character firmly in my head



Scene Goals

Hire a dependable and permanent 
delivery person who will make a weekly 
delivery to a different location each time.

An acquaintance told Valerie about a man 
who pays a lot of money for simple 
deliveries. She’s looking for a short-term gig.

Cassie comes to the interview to protect her 
friend because they have never met Paul 
before, but they have heard rumors.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Goal, conflict, disaster.

Reaction, dilemma, decisions.���Paul – Wants a good delivery person to deliver an illegal item once a week to a different place.�           He wants an attractive woman to do deliveries because they are dangerous, but the people accepting the delivery are less likely to hurt an attractive woman.

Valerie – Wants to make easy money with one big delivery. She does not want to do deliveries day after day, or week after week.

Cassie – Wants to protect her friend from dangerous people like Paul.

.



Attitudes and Motivations
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Attitude: Sarcastic
Motivation: Power

Attitude: Poised
Motivation: Survival

Attitude: Excited
Motivation: Obsession

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Reminder



Don’t Over Think
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Information 
Reveal

Conflict and 
Tension

Word 
Choice

Pacing and 
Interruptions

Hidden 
Motivations

Subtext

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is a lot to think about all at once. But, having gone through the History, Attitudes, and Motivations, I have had it all gel into my mind. It’s time to pants.





Write
Valerie says, “My friend told me you need a couple of deliveries made.”
“Your friend was wrong,” says Paul. “I need regular deliveries made on a regular 
basis. You look safe.”
“What do you mean, ‘safe?’” asks Cassie. “And, what’s with that smirk?”
“She looks safe. She doesn’t look like Mike Tyson would be afraid of her. She also 
looks like she would follow my orders.”
“I certainly would,” says Valerie. “What would I be delivering?”
“Oh, different things, in different places.” Paul lowers his voice.
Cassie wrinkles her nose. “I don't like this. I don’t trust his grin.
“Wait,” Valerie says, “I can make this work. How much does it pay?”
“It depends on the week. Usually between two and five hundred clams.”
“That's a lot. These packages must contain something special. Guns? Drugs?”
“No, but they are special. Not like your mommy’s special Jello, but more like a 
titillating ‘entertainment’ special. More like a—”
“That's it,” Cassie says. “I can’t stand his face. He has a creepy smile. Let’s go.” 
“No.” Valerie grabs Cassie’s arm. “How much for one or two big deliveries?”
“Nothing. It pays nothing unless you do it every week. You know, I like you.”
“But we don't like you!” Cassie says. “Goodbye.”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Reminder – Cassie and Valerie are meeting with Paul to interview for a mysterious gig.

With everything gelled in my head, I wrote this dialogue in just a few minutes.

Magic time. With the characters, plot, and emotion built into your head, just write it. Then we will check to see what came through.



Valerie says, “My friend told me you need a couple of deliveries made.”
“Your friend was wrong,” says Paul. “I need regular deliveries made on a 
regular basis. You look safe.”
“What do you mean, ‘safe?’” asks Cassie. “And, what’s with that smirk?”
“She looks safe. She doesn’t look like Mike Tyson would be afraid of her. She 
also looks like she would follow my orders.”
“I certainly would,” says Valerie. “What would I be delivering?”
“Oh, different things, in different places.” Paul lowers his voice.
Cassie wrinkles her nose. “I don't like this. I don’t trust his grin.
“Wait,” Valerie says, “I can make this work. How much does it pay?”
“It depends on the week. Usually between two and five hundred clams.”
“That's a lot. These packages must contain something special. Guns? Drugs?”
“No, but they are special. Not like your mommy’s special Jello, but more like a 
titillating ‘entertainment’ special. More like a—”
“That's it,” Cassie says. “I can’t stand his face. He has a creepy smile. Let’s go.” 
“No.” Valerie grabs Cassie’s arm. “How much for one or two big deliveries?”
“Nothing. It pays nothing unless you do it every week. You know, I like you.”
“But we don't like you!” Cassie says. “Goodbye.”

Plot Driven?

Information 
Reveal

Hidden 
Motivations

Conflict 
and 

Tension



Valerie says, “My friend told me you need a couple of deliveries made.”
“Your friend was wrong,” says Paul. “I need regular deliveries made on a 
regular basis. You look safe.”
“What do you mean, ‘safe?’” asks Cassie. “And, what’s with that smirk?”
“She looks safe. She doesn’t look like Mike Tyson would be afraid of her. She 
also looks like she would follow my orders.”
“I certainly would,” says Valerie. “What would I be delivering?”
“Oh, different things, in different places.” Paul lowers his voice.
Cassie wrinkles her nose. “I don't like this. I don’t trust his grin.
“Wait,” Valerie says, “I can make this work. How much does it pay?”
“It depends on the week. Usually between two and five hundred clams.”
“That's a lot. These packages must contain something special. Guns? Drugs?”
“No, but they are special. Not like your mommy’s special Jello, but more like a 
titillating ‘entertainment’ special. More like a—”
“That's it,” Cassie says. “I can’t stand his face. He has a creepy smile. Let’s go.” 
“No.” Valerie grabs Cassie’s arm. “How much for one or two big deliveries?”
“Nothing. It pays nothing unless you do it every week. You know, I like you.”
“But we don't like you!” Cassie says. “Goodbye.”

Emotional?

Word 
Choice

Subtext

Pacing and 
Interruptions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Subtext. It is more than delivering packages. Who ever she is delivering packages to doesn’t want to be threatened by the delivery person, at least physically, hence the mention of a big, tough boxer. 



Valerie says, “My friend told me you need a couple of deliveries made.”
“Your friend was wrong,” says Paul. “I need regular deliveries made on a 
regular basis. You look safe.”
“What do you mean, ‘safe?’” asks Cassie. “And, what’s with that smirk?”
“She looks safe. She doesn’t look like Mike Tyson would be afraid of her. She 
also looks like she would follow my orders.”
“I certainly would,” says Valerie. “What would I be delivering?”
“Oh, different things, in different places.” Paul lowers his voice.
Cassie wrinkles her nose. “I don't like this. I don’t trust his grin.
“Wait,” Valerie says, “I can make this work. How much does it pay?”
“It depends on the week. Usually between two and five hundred clams.”
“That's a lot. These packages must contain something special. Guns? Drugs?”
“No, but they are special. Not like your mommy’s special Jello, but more like a 
titillating ‘entertainment’ special. More like a—”
“That's it,” Cassie says. “I can’t stand his face. He has a creepy smile. Let’s go.” 
“No.” Valerie grabs Cassie’s arm. “How much for one or two big deliveries?”
“Nothing. It pays nothing unless you do it every week. You know, I like you.”
“But we don't like you!” Cassie says. “Goodbye.”

Natural - Paul

Sarcastic
Power



Valerie says, “My friend told me you need a couple of deliveries made.”
“Your friend was wrong,” says Paul. “I need regular deliveries made on a 
regular basis. You look safe.”
“What do you mean, ‘safe?’” asks Cassie. “And, what’s with that smirk?”
“She looks safe. She doesn’t look like Mike Tyson would be afraid of her. She 
also looks like she would follow my orders.”
“I certainly would,” says Valerie. “What would I be delivering?”
“Oh, different things, in different places.” Paul lowers his voice.
Cassie wrinkles her nose. “I don't like this. I don’t trust his grin.
“Wait,” Valerie says, “I can make this work. How much does it pay?”
“It depends on the week. Usually between two and five hundred clams.”
“That's a lot. These packages must contain something special. Guns? Drugs?”
“No, but they are special. Not like your mommy’s special Jello, but more like a 
titillating ‘entertainment’ special. More like a—”
“That's it,” Cassie says. “I can’t stand his face. He has a creepy smile. Let’s go.” 
“No.” Valerie grabs Cassie’s arm. “How much for one or two big deliveries?”
“Nothing. It pays nothing unless you do it every week. You know, I like you.”
“But we don't like you!” Cassie says. “Goodbye.”

Natural - Valerie

Survival: 
Resiliant

Poised: 
Confident 

Poised: 
Composed



Valerie says, “My friend told me you need a couple of deliveries made.”
“Your friend was wrong,” says Paul. “I need regular deliveries made on a regular 
basis. You look safe.”
“What do you mean, ‘safe?’” asks Cassie. “And, what’s with that smirk?”
“She looks safe. She doesn’t look like Mike Tyson would be afraid of her. She also 
looks like she would follow my orders.”
“I certainly would,” says Valerie. “What would I be delivering?”
“Oh, different things, in different places.” Paul lowers his voice.
Cassie wrinkles her nose. “I don't like this. I don’t trust his grin.
“Wait,” Valerie says, “I can make this work. How much does it pay?”
“It depends on the week. Usually between two and five hundred clams.”
“That's a lot. These packages must contain something special. Guns? Drugs?”
“No, but they are special. Not like your mommy’s special Jello, but more like a 
titillating ‘entertainment’ special. More like a—”
“That's it!” Cassie says. “I can’t stand his face. He has a creepy smile. Let’s go.” 
“No.” Valerie grabs Cassie’s arm. “How much for one or two big deliveries?”
“Nothing. It pays nothing unless you do it every week. You know, I like you.”
“But we don't like you!” Cassie says. “Goodbye.”

Natural - Cassie

Obsession

Excited
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Some Good Dialogue Practices

Include a background distraction – Traffic noise, kids playing, 
a couple arguing across at a table across the restaurant

Let character’s deviate from the main dialogue to tell a 
personal story

Characters gossiping about other characters, good or bad.

Accents and non-English – 
Establish a character’s accent or language early with 
apostrophes and abbreviations, then only convey it with 
cadence and word choice from then on.



Questions?



Thank You

T.O Paine 
topaine@topaine.com                            www.topaine.com

Before you go . . . 

Get Three Short Stories for FREE!
Join my fearless reader newsletter, and they’re yours – free to keep.

topaine.com/free

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Okay, thank you. If you want to know more about me, you can go to my website at www.topaine.com. I always a have a giveaway going for a kindle, a gift card or something else if you want to sign up for my newsletter. You can also email me at topaine@topaine.com with any questions or anything else.

Thanks again.
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