	2

Tactical Writing: Good Examples
Susan Mackay Smith and Carol Berg
2023 Colorado Gold Writers Conference

SCENE SETTING for an amateur detective mystery

I’d gone to the meeting in business clothes (gray trousers, white shirt, tie, navy blazer) to present a conventional boardroom appearance. I had a tidy normal haircut, the smoothest of shaves, clean fingernails. The big, dusty laborer of the building sites couldn’t be guessed at. 
The older men at the meeting all wore suits. Those my own age and younger hadn’t bothered with such formality. I had, I thought in satisfaction, hit it just right.
Although I had arrived at the time stated in the lawyer’s letter, it seemed the Strattons had jumped the clock. The whole tribe was sitting around a truly imposing Edwardian dining table of old French-polished mahogany, their chairs newer, nineteen-thirtyish, like the [racecourse] grandstands themselves.
Decider by Dick Francis [Mystery]

The protagonist/POV is an architect-builder. Note what he notices, ie. not a laundry list. Note the context and the mood. What do you learn about the protagonist? What do you anticipate?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

SCENE SETTING for fantasy 

Another dawn. This one presaged a coming storm. Clouds boiled up in brilliant vermillion and lucent green.  Away to the east, the sea wore a matching ominous green. Quick puffs of wind blew in from the sea with the Sun’s first glare. A late storm out of the ice-bound north. Nasty. But not yet awhile, Herric thought; not till evening. First, he had his own storm to manage. He focused on the glade below, where the barbarian battle-camp lay.
[Scouts] found it yesterday, along the bank where the Brakebourne wound its lazy way to the coast. The camp made it clear how the [enemy] reached so far inland. Their boats were with them—wide-waisted, narrow-stemmed craft with locks for four long oars a side. Each boat must carry a score of men, maybe more. Two hundred warriors, then; ten boats had been drawn up onto the turf below.
The raiders felt secure. Though their scouts prowled, a certain casualness marked the camp. At sunrise, the warriors still slumbered. They’d kept fires through the night here, far from the battleground in Athgar. The clans must truly have their war in the Eastlands to be so lax. In the Wolds, it had been different.
	He couldn’t regret their carelessness. Had the [enemy] been alert, his own men could never have crept so close without paying in blood. 
Wolf’s Cub by Mackay Wood [Fantasy]

Scene settings involve more than description? What else do we see here? What signals the mood?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
SCENE SETTING for YA

Downtown Portland looks like what a five-year-old would doodle up if you gave them a piece of paper and some crayons and said, now draw a city. There are rectangular buildings with glass windows standing tall in various heights on square blocks. Very basic. You’d win at Pictionary. But with any city it’s not always the surroundings that make it worth visiting: it’s the people—and this town is the ultimate grab-bag. Fixie-bike drag racers, eco-warriors, steampunk foodies, zoobombers, caffeine snobs, You need to fulfill a lifelong search for someone with a fork tattooed on their neck? We got you covered. Couple of years in the rain and everyone wears the same thin coat of moss. It keeps us huddled together and loving weird things like bewitched donuts and refusing to take umbrellas when it’s pouring out. 
It's the people that make the city great, and today that’s us. Jamie and I are great.
In the middle of this block-tower paradise, there’s a splat of bricks called Paradise Courthouse Square., and that’s where we sit near the steps, me in my wheels and her in a folding chair, holding hot cups of coffee. My first.
Beast by Brie Spangler [YA]
This is a mid-story scene (not the novel opening). The protagonist/POV is a very different fifteen yo boy. Note context. (Maybe super context!) How does this serve the genre the writer has chosen?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

SCENE SETTING for a Police Detective Thriller

0247 HOURS
Downtown Los Angeles

They were on that particular street at that specific T-intersection at that crazy hour because Scott James was hungry. Stephanie shut off their patrol car to please him. They could have been anywhere else., but he led her there that night to that silent intersection. It was so quiet that night, they spoke of it. 
Unnaturally quiet.
They stopped three blocks from the Harbor Freeway between rows of crappy four-story buildings everyone said would be torn down to build a new stadium if the Dodgers left Chavez Ravine. The buildings and streets in that part of town were deserted. No homeless people. No traffic. No reason for anyone to be there that night, even an LAPD radio car. 
Stephanie frowned. “You sure you know where you’re going?”
“I know where I’m going. Just hang on.”
Scott was trying to find an all-night noodle house a Rampart Robbery detective had raved about, one of those pop-up places that takes over an empty storefront for a couple of months, hypes itself on Twitter, then disappears….
Suspect by Robert Crais [Mystery/thriller]

Protagonist is a LAPD officer. What does he observe? What do you anticipate?

SAMPLE DESCRIPTION PARAGAPHS


The air was thick, wet, steamy and larded with the cloying smell of tropical orchids in bloom.  The glass walls and roof were heavily misted and big drops of moisture splashed down on the plants.  The light had an unreal greenish color, like light filtered through an aquarium tank.  The plants filled the place, a forest of them, with nasty meaty leaves and stalks like the newly washed fingers of dead men.
 The Big Sleep by Raymond Chandler [Noir mystery]

What is it about this description that signals noir? And what do you glean about the observer?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

I felt like an ignorant beggar.  I would rather have walked into a lair undefended than take one step into that ballroom.  The air was thick with sickly perfumes and the smells of wine and roasting meat.  The lamps—huge, garish things made of bits of glass—hung over our heads, blazing, brilliant, threatening to expose our true identities.  People swarmed everywhere, bumping into us.  Women glared at me through their masks.  Men bowed and grinned, and glanced over their shoulders as we passed.  What were they looking at?  Everyone talked at once.  Though they used the common speech, it might as well have been the tongue of frogs for all I could understand of it.  Everything was light, noise, and danger.  My stomach curled into a knot, and I thought I would suffocate.
Song of the Beast by Carol Berg [Fantasy]

Description occurs everywhere. In most genre fiction, descriptions should be filtered through the eyes and the sensibility of the POV. Here, description and scene setting is bound up in internal monologue that tells us a lot about this speaker. 


+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++


Anne was wearing, that day, rose pink and dove grey. The colours should have had a fresh maidenly charm; but all he could think of were stretched innards, umbles and tripes, grey-pink intestines looped out of a living body; he had a second batch of recalcitrant friars to be dispatched to Tyburn, to be slit up and gralloched by the hangman. They were traitors and deserved the death, but it is a death exceeding most in cruelty. The pearls around her long neck looked to him like little beads of fat, and as she argued she would reach up and tug them; he kept his eyes on her fingertips, nails flashing like tiny knives.
Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel
winner of the Man Booker Prize

This description gives the POV's “take” not only on the character described, but on his deeper, unacknowledged sense that Anne [Boleyn!] is responsible for the horrors described. It foreshadows Anne's own horrific downfall as well.

SAMPLE INFORMATION PARAGAPHS


In Attolia, a woman came to her husband on the wedding night. In Eddis, a man came to his bride. They had chosen to keep the custom of Eddis. The Eddisians could see this as the queen bowing to the Eddisian customs of her new husband, but the Attolians would see the queen still flouting the traditional duties of an Attolian woman. It was a careful dance of shadows and unsubstance, but under it all, there was a marriage of two people. Today, she had yielded the sovereignty of her county to Eugenides, who had given up everything he had ever hoped for, to be her king.
The King of Attolia by Megan Whalen Turner [YA fantasy]

Letting the reader in on a fantasy world needs a light touch. We get good information about the world and its traditions here. Parsing info out in small chunks is not only easier on the reader, but allows excellent foreshadowing of conflicts to come.


+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++


Saint George connived at the dragon’s escape, because the beast had spared his child.  But George soon lamented his choice, for the foul worm burnt London to ashes.

Conan the Grammarian by Susan Mackay Smith

Information can be delivered by narrative summary. This one is cast actively.



SAMPLE INTERNAL MONOLOGUE PARAGAPH

How would one recognize the voice of stone?  First concentrate on hearing in preference to the other senses.  Dismiss colors, images, tastes, and tactile sensations…
As if slogging through desert dunes hunting for one particular grain of sand, I would push one thought aside only to feel five thousand more cascade into its place.  But in the end, when all else was stripped away, a soft word rumbled through my spirit like distant thunder, like the shudder of an avalanche halfway across the world. A burden settled on my shoulders … ponderous … immense.  Hold. 
And some interminable time later came another.  Forever. 

Breath and Bone by Carol Berg
winner of the Mythopoeic Fantasy Award

As well as forward and enhance the action of the story, an internal monologue/action paragraph can also deliver information, in this case about the indescribable (magic). 


SAMPLE ACTION PARAGAPHS


Casting for steelhead is like calling God on the telephone, and it rings and rings and rings, hundreds of rings, a thousand rings, and you listen to each ring as if an answer might come at any moment, but no answer comes, and no answer comes, and then on the 1,001st ring, or the 1,047th ring, God loses his patience and picks up the phone and yells, “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU CALLING ME FOR?” in a voice the size of the canyon. You would fall to your knees if you weren’t chest-deep in water and afraid that the rocketing, leaping creature you have somehow tied into will get away.
The Last Days of Steelhead Joe by Ian Frazier

Humor in description that explains the feelings involved. What does the long sentence do for this action passage? 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Students are set an enormous outside cross-country ride for the first time:

“All right, Cornish Pastie!” the Major called sharply, and Corny P. practically shot out from under Dinah in his eagerness to respond to her spur. The stile rushed at her, and Corny surged upward under her and instinctively her body rocked with his; then came the jar of landing and the bales were ahead and beneath and behind. There was no sound in all the world but the hammering of his hooves; the wind was blasting at her face and the drop fence rushed at her and Dinah thought I can’t hold him, he’s running away with me. I’ve never gone so fast on a horse before.
	Corny catapulted over the drop and landed heavily, but he did not miss a stride; he thundered on and cleared the fallen tree in a prodigious leap before Dinah had really had time to feel apprehensive about it. She hauled hard on the reins and Corny did not check his speed one whit, but he did swerve obediently, and she brought him around in a sweeping circle and aimed him, still going at his all-out gallop, at the drop over the ditch. She knew now that she couldn’t slow him, and didn’t seem to care; she could steer him all right and didn’t want to go slower.
	They cleared the ditch by a wide margin, but the drop was a big one; the jar of landing threw Dinah forward off-balance and she nearly went off. But she recovered herself and brought Corny around in a wide swing to approach the Piano at his fastest clip. But there was another horse there! It was Nightingale, prancing and dancing and shying away and obstinately refusing to have any part of those formidable-looking banks, while Sally kicked him and whipped him and yelled at him, looking fearfully over her shoulder at the approaching thunder of Corny P.
	Dinah yelled at the top of her lungs and kept coming, and Sally jumped Nightingale out of the way. As Corny pounded past, Dinah yelled, “Get a horse!”
The Horsemasters by Don Stanford [Middle Grade]

The long sentences give a feel of the ride’s flowing rhythms. There is one intense internal direct thought, a short sentence to signal added difficulty: But there was another horse there!, and humor in the snatch of dialogue.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++


Newt had meant to go back to the wagon, but the storm gave him no time. While Soupy was fixing his bandana, they looked around and saw streams of sand like small, low clouds blowing in the dim light through the mesquite just to the south. The little clouds of sand seemed like live things, slipping around the mesquite and by the chapparal as a running wolf might, sliding under the bellies of the cattle and then rising a little, to blow over their backs. But behind the little sand streams came a river, not of water but of sand. Newt only glanced once, to get his directions, and the sand filled his eyes so that he was immediately blind.
	It was in his first moment of blindness that the cattle began to run….
Lonesome Dove by Larry McMurtry
winner of the Pulitzer Prize

There are details of description when they matter (mesquite, chapparal); evocative figurative language (“as a running wolf might, sliding under the bellies”), and a repetitive use of “rivers of sand” that raises the tension.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Artillery was coming in again behind him. All down the line, in front of him, the men were digging, piling rocks. He thought of the stone wall at Fredericksburg. Never, forever. This could be a good place to fight. Spirits rose. Left flank of the whole line. Something to tell the grandchildren.
Nothing happening here. He hopped up the rocks, drawn toward the summit for a better look, saw an officer: Colonel Rice of the 44th New York, with the same idea.
Rice grinned happily. “What a view!”
He gestured. Chamberlain moved forward. Now he could see: masses of gray rock wreathed in smoke, gray men moving...moving this way, drifting to the left, toward the base of the hill.
The Killer Angels, Michael Shaara
winner of the Pulitzer Prize for fiction

Action scene intro (the battle for Little Round Top, Gettysburg) from an officer who has merely been observing till now. How does the prose in this excerpt communicate the POV’s experience?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++


I wait, too.  For the blood to cool, for the fight reflex to dissipate, for reason to take back control. For the human to reemerge.
Legacy by Jeanne C. Stein [Urban fantasy]

Action paragraphs work better when incorporating internal thoughts of participants. This is a summation after climax action scene: deep in the mindset of the narrating character.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

They paid no attention to me. They stepped softly up to the porch and to the window of the saloon part of the building. As they peered through, Chris nodded and jerked his head toward the inside. The new man stiffened. He leaned closer for a better look. Abruptly he turned clear about and came right down past me and over to his horse.
	Chris was startled and hurried after him. They were both so intent they didn’t realize I was there. The new man was lifting his reins over his horse’s head when Chris caught his arm.
	“What the—?”
	“I’m leaving.”
	“Huh? I don’t get it.”
	“I’m leaving. Now. For good.”
	“Hey, listen. Do you know that guy?”
	“I didn’t say that…”
Shane by Jack Schaefer [Western]

A boy is in company with two henchmen of the bad guy…dialogue snaps…a fist fight ensues…



SAMPLE DIALOGUE PARAGAPHS

… “‘Do hereby appoint you surgeon … take upon you the employment of surgeon … together with such allowance for wages and victuals for yourself as is usual for the surgeon of said sloop.’ It is a false description; and a false description is anathema to the philosophic mind.”
“I’m sure it is anathema to the philosophic mind,” said James Dillon. “But the naval mind fairly revels in it, so it does. Take that word sloop, for example.”
“Yes,” said Stephen, narrowing his eyes through the haze of port and trying to remember the definitions he had heard.
“Why, now, a sloop, as you know, is properly a one-masted vessel, with a fore-and-aft rig. But in the Navy a sloop may be ship-rigged—she may have three masts.”
“Or take the Sophie,” cried the master, anxious to bring his crumb of comfort. “She’s rightly a brig, you know, Doctor, with her two masts.” He held up two fingers, in case a landman might not fully comprehend so great a number. “But the minute Captain Aubrey sets foot in her, why, she too becomes a sloop; for a brig is a lieutenant’s command.”
Master and Commander by Patrick O’Brian [Historical adventure]

Dialogue can deliver information about setting and world by filling in an ignorant character and the reader at the same time, meanwhile delving into all the characters present.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

She left the library and drove to Lacy’s. Lucille was stringing chili pepper lights across the front of the store, perched on the top rung of a stepladder and wielding a staple gun to fasten the lights to the porch soffit.
“That doesn’t look very safe,” Maggie said, hurrying to steady the ladder.
“I’m counting on sheer stubbornness to keep me up here,” Lucille said. “I can’t afford health insurance so I flat out refuse to fall.”
“Maybe it would be smarter to invest in a taller ladder,” Maggie offered.
“You’re probably right, but then again, I think it does a body good to live dangerously every once in a while.”
Maggie thought of her life in Houston where she’d spent years playing it safe, never risking so much as an opinion if it might make anyone uncomfortable. Now she took her life in her hands every day simply driving to town, and started every morning with heart-stopping views that reminded her of how little excitement she’d known in her forty years.
“You didn’t tell me you were the mayor,” she said.
The View From Here by Cindi Myers [women’s fiction]

Note context, without excess description. Just enough. We can see it. Note participants’ activities and the enrichment of the conversation by internal thoughts and enough backstory and new information to move the story forward. This scene is in the first quarter of the book.



