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Rachelle Ayala - “Behind the Banter: Dialogue and Subtext” 

I’ve written more than 50 novels and novellas: contemporary romance, sweet romance, romantic 

suspense, and paranormal romance. I probably have over a million words of dialogue! 

1. First Rule of Dialogue – Don’t be Boring 

Dialogue is the easiest and most concise way to convey information. We love to eavesdrop on 

people. Dialogue in fiction is different from how real people talk, with pauses, ums, and “you 

knows.” It’s fun to write dialogue, but don’t use it to “infodump”. That’s boring. 

 

2. What is Subtext? 

It’s the hidden meaning behind the surface dialogue. What’s unsaid. Could be resentment under 

the surface, fear, deception, attraction, or an emotion the character is not ready to admit. It 

layers the story and creates interest and intrigue. Gets the reader to wonder what’s really going 

on? What is the character hiding? It could be “code” between two characters who know each 

other well, or subtle sexual innuendo designed to elicit a response. 

 

3. Purpose of Banter 

In a romance, it lightens the stakes, allowing for flirtation and showing interest without 

“committing.” Testing the waters of the relationship. Also conveys emotional trust and 

closeness when friends or lovers tease each other. The reader gets that there’s something 

deeper going on. Dialogue shows the personalities without telling. 

 

On the surface, Choco and Carlos are playing miniature golf [from Claiming Carlos, Copyright © 2014, 

Rachelle Ayala] [all text removed except for dialogue] 

“My club’s definitely too long for you.” 
“You wish. You’re still five strokes behind.” 
“I’ll make up those strokes tonight. Where would you like them?” 
“You nasty boy. You’re not even up to par. Tsk, tsk, tsk. You sure you can keep up with me?” 
“I know how you like me driving into your hole. As for keeping up with you? I can go all night.” 
“I don’t know about that. You’re going into the water trap.” 
“If it gushes like you, I’ll gladly take the plunge.” 
“Why you!”  
“Ha, you’re all wet. Just the way I like it.” 
“I think your club’s all wet. Whoo! A hole in one. Ha, ha, you’ll never catch me now. Loser cooks.” 
“The way you cook, I better lose.” [a while later] “Hey, hey. We’re almost tied. Couple more holes like 
that and you’ll be cooking, but I’ll consider a foot massage instead.” 
“I’ll massage your foot all right, right up your ass.” 
“You’re always so violent. Is it because you’re so tiny? Yap, yap, yap.” 
“Good things come in small packages.” 
“Not my package.” 
“You’re trying to distract me and it isn’t working.” 
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[This is a friends-to-lovers story, so the teasing is over the top. There is an easy familiarity, but sexual 

tension in the air.] 

[From Jade: Perfect Match, Copyright © 2018 Rachelle Ayala] All text removed except for the dialogue. 

Jade and Aiden meet each other for the first time in a limousine after being “matchmade” by a 
computer for an all-expense paid trip. 
“Mind if I sit next to you?” 
“I can’t believe you selected my profile, unless all you wanted was a free vacation.” 
“You have no idea what I want, and I’m betting you can’t read minds. Aiden Lin, Navy SEAL. Age 26.” 
“I don’t particularly care what you want or not, but since we’re stuck together, let’s discuss some 
ground rules.” 
“We don’t need any rules other than what the Perfect Match terms and conditions say. I passed their 
background check, and I assume you have, too. The purpose of this vacation is promotional for them, to 
validate their proprietary algorithm for matchmaking.” 
“Which obviously didn’t work. Show me your profile.” 
“I didn’t write it. So, it’s irrelevant.” 
“You didn’t write your profile? Who did?” 
“My mother. I’m guessing your line about not being the woman to take home to your mother triggered 
the computer to make the match.” 
“Wait, you mean you didn’t select my profile?” 
“Nope, if anything, my mother did. And the computer made the final decision.” 
“Why would your mother match you to someone like me? Is she Chinese?” 
“As Chinese as a tiger mom. Let me ask why you signed up for Perfect Match.” 
“My best girlfriend won a coupon, and she was supposed to be my Perfect Match. I thought I’d get a 
week of tropical sun, fun, and shopping.” 
“We can still do that. Minus the shopping.  Since you’re stuck with me, you might as well introduce 
yourself.” 
“Jade Reed, writer. Age 25.” 
“You’re a writer? What do you write?” 
“Mainly romance,” 
“A romance writer on the island of love. How cliché.” 
“I’m not interested in real-life romance, period.” 
“No, just the imaginary kind. This is going to be a fun week in paradise. I, too, have a lot of imagination.” 
“Doing what?” 
“Other than the obvious? I can fix difficult, entitled, and spoiled.” 
“I don’t need fixing. The contract only says I have to spend time with you, not that I have to be nice and 
pleasant.” 
“Good. Then I don’t have to be sensitive or even civilized,” 
 

[Can you sense the attraction? Are they really that upset at being matched together?] 

 

From Lucky in Laguna, Copyright © 2018, Rachelle Ayala [all text deleted except for dialogue] 
“Last one in the water is a rotten egg.” 
“So you say.” 
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“Oh, no you don’t. You said we’re sealing our lucky deal together. Let’s make a wish when we step into 
the water.” 
“You’re making this up, right?” 
“Yes, of course. Aren’t you, Mr. Script Writer?” 
“Sure.” 
“Stop, now close your eyes and make a wish.” 
“Okay.” 
“Now, make a wish.” 
“You made your wish yet?” 
“I’m thinking. Still thinking.” 
“Wow, you must have a lot of unfulfilled desires. I already made my wish. Top of my mind.” 
“I don’t want to waste my wish on the things I’m thinking about.” 
“Whatever you’re thinking about. Wish for that. It’s easy.” 
“Oh, I couldn’t do that. I was thinking about a wedding.” 
“Ours? My goodness, Mr. Lenigan, you’re a fast one.” 
“No, just a generic one. You know, like all the shows. Directors love beach weddings. Although none at 
night in the moonlight. Bad lighting and all that, you know.” 
“Then that’s what I’m going to have, with or without you. A moonlit beach wedding right here on this 
spot.” 
“Did I just give my wish to you?” 
“Looks like you did. Now, it’s time to dip our toes into the water and seal our luck.” 
“Ow, it’s cold,” 
 
What can you tell about Lucky and Tally’s personalities in contrast to the couple above (Aiden and Jade)? 

4. Behind the Lines 

Casual on the surface, but hidden meaning beneath the surface. Hiding secrets, or suspicions. 

One character may be hiding something from the other, forcing the other to try and flush out 

the meaning or challenge them. 

Examples. What are they Really Saying? Snippet from Bad Boys for Hire: Gage Copyright © 2018 
Rachelle Ayala [with everything deleted except for the dialogue]. 
 
“A sip of cider or hot chocolate?” 
“You’re spoiling me. I think I want something stronger.” 
“Oh, no. No more of that moonshine. We both overdid it last night.” 
“Is that what you think it is? Overdoing?” 
“Hey, don’t get so upset.” 
“I’m just tired. Sorry. You’re right. Hot chocolate is better for me.” 
“I can add cayenne to spice it up. I know you don’t like boring.” 
“Actually, let’s put in marshmallows.” 
“We can toast them and make smores.” 
“Perfect place to tell ghost stories, don’t you think?” 
“I’ve a feeling you have more than one to tell. Here, cuddle up to me so I won’t be so scared.” 
“You’re not scared of ghosts, you faker.” 
“But you are.” 
“Me? Afraid? I’m alone with you in a remote cabin. I’m not afraid of you.” 
“You are.” 
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Do you sense tension between the two? Where do you think they are in terms of intimacy? Is one of 

them evading the other? Has something happened that one of them is not ready to acknowledge? 

 

5. Subtext in Interrogation 

Both the questioner and the questioned might have something to hide. Don’t assume anyone is 

telling the truth. Power differential may change. Motivations can be hidden or revealed. 

[From Broken Build, Copyright © 2012 Rachelle Ayala] 

“You know what this is about, don’t you?” 
“No, sir.” 
“You give me no choice but to fire you.” 
“But… Why?” 
“We have an important milestone, and I can’t have distractions. No one got any work done yesterday 
thanks to the police crawling all over the place. And you… what did Detective Mathews want with you?” 
“I lost my purse and phone. He only wanted to return them.” 
“Now that you bring it up—why did the victim text you about breaking the build?” 
“I have no idea.” 
“Were you involved with him?” 
“Not that it’s any of your business.” 
“The detective showed me a picture. Muscular Filipino guy with a jutting jaw. You were with him the 
night he died.” 
“You can’t prove it.” 
“I saw you at the restaurant. You had remote desktop connected to your build system, and your foul 
language disturbed my lady friend.” 
“Did you tell the police?” 
“Tell me what happened.” 
“Please… don’t tell the police. He was alive when he dropped me off. I need this job. I’ve got a little 
sister in a foster home, and I want her to go to college.” 
“You’re telling me the truth?” 
She nodded. 
“Was he threatening you? Were you afraid of him?” 
“I didn’t kill him.” 
“What kind of car do you drive?” 
“Mitsubishi Eclipse.” 
“I will not lie for you, nor perjure myself under oath. But I won’t volunteer this information if you had 
nothing to do with the man’s death.” 
“I’m telling the truth.” 
“I hope I’m not making a mistake. You okay? Was he your boyfriend?” 
“No, but he’s… he’s dead.” 
 
Does the questioner believe her? Is there something else going on here? Notice some questions are not 

answered but redirected. Is she telling him the truth? Leaving anything out? Who’s on the defensive at 

the beginning? At the end? What’s NOT being said? 
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