
  
    [image: Write Great Scenes]
  


  
    
      WRITE GREAT SCENES

      THE AUTHOR HANDBOOK

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        MICHELLE FILES

      

      
        
Edited by CECILY BROOKES


      

    

    
      THE AUTHOR FILES

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Copyright

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright [image: copyright] 2025 by Michelle Files

      

      

      

      Every effort has been made by the author to ensure that the information contained in this book was correct as of press time. Readers are encouraged to verify any information contained in this book prior to taking any action on the information.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form, without prior written permission of the author. Any similarities to actual people, places or events is purely coincidental.

      

      
        
        Published by

        The Author Files

      

        

      
        1st Edition 2025

      

        

      
        For information on any of Michelle’s books:

        www.MichelleFiles.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      WHAT’S IN THIS BOOK

      

      Write Scenes That Grip Readers From the First Line to the Last

      

      Every unforgettable novel is built scene by scene. But too many writers get stuck, unsure how to structure a moment, balance description with dialogue, or keep the pace alive.

      This book is your step-by-step guide to writing scenes that work. Whether you’re a brand-new author or polishing your tenth manuscript, you’ll discover how to:

      

      •	Craft openings that instantly hook your reader

      •	Build tension and emotion that keeps pages turning

      •	Layer in conflict, subtext, and meaning without slowing the story

      •	End scenes with impact so readers have to keep going

      

      Packed with practical examples, easy-to-use frameworks, and insider tips, this book will help you transform flat, forgettable writing into compelling scenes that make your story shine.

      If you’re ready to master the art of scene-writing and finally write the book readers can’t put down, this is the guide you’ve been waiting for.

      

      INDIE PUBLISHING

      

      I am not very fond of the term Self-Publishing, and I’ll tell you why.

      Even though the landscape of publishing has changed immensely over the last few years, many people still think of self-publishing as not real publishing. And it makes people think your book is not as good, or good enough for traditional publishing. Honestly, maybe it is or maybe it isn’t. But which publishing option you choose, has no bearing on any of that.

      We are all just authors and publishers. It doesn’t matter one wit whether a publishing company, or you, put that book up for sale.

      The fact is that there are indie authors who make millions of dollars a year. And we can get our books up for sale in a few days, not the months or years that it takes when working with a traditional publisher.

      Therefore, throughout this book, I will be using the term Indie Publishing. That’s what we are: Independent Publishers.

      

      ARE YOU READY TO LEARN SOMETHING? LET’S GET STARTED!
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      WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY WRITING DESCRIPTIONS AND SENSORY DETAILS?

      

      Let’s clear something up right away: when I say descriptions and sensory details, I don’t just mean telling your reader that “the room was big” or “the forest was dark and cold.” That’s not description; that’s a weather report. What I’m talking about is writing that makes a reader lean in, feel the air on their skin, smell the dust in the barn, hear the nervous cough of a character, and taste the metallic tang of fear.

      When you nail this skill, your scenes don’t just tell a story, they become an experience.

      And trust me, experience is what keeps readers turning pages. A plot alone can’t do it. You can have sword fights, car chases, or even zombies riding unicorns (don’t tempt me, I’ll write that book myself), but if your reader doesn’t feel like they’re standing in the middle of it, the scene falls flat.

      Descriptions and sensory details are your invitation to the reader: Come in. Sit down. Feel this world.

      

      Why Bother With Description at All?

      

      Think of your favorite book for a second. Not the last one you skimmed on your phone while waiting at the dentist, but the one that stuck with you. The one that haunted you after you closed the cover.

      

      I’ll bet you can still see parts of it in your mind, like little snapshots:

      
        
        •The fog curling along the moors in a gothic novel.

        •The clinking glasses in a crowded New York bar.

        •The endless red desert stretching in a fantasy epic.

      

      

      Plot alone doesn’t burn images like that into your brain. Description does. Sensory writing does.

      You want Bob in Omaha, or Claire in Toronto, or Luis in Madrid, to still be thinking about your book after they’ve finished reading it? You do that by planting sensory memories inside them.

      

      The Anatomy of a Scene

      

      Before we dive into how to sprinkle sensory detail like a master chef, let’s talk about scenes themselves. Because a description without a scene is like salt without food. It’s pointless and kind of gross.

      

      So: what’s a scene?

      

      At its simplest, a scene is a unit of story action. It happens in a specific time and place with specific characters. It has a beginning, middle, and end, just like your story as a whole.

      Think of scenes as the Lego blocks of storytelling. Build enough of them, and you’ve got yourself a castle, or a starship, or a dragon lair, or a suburban ranch house with peeling paint and a tragic backstory.

      

      Here’s what a solid scene needs:

      

      
        
        1. Objective – Why does this scene exist? What job is it doing? (Revealing character? Moving the plot forward? Setting up conflict?)

        2. Conflict – Without tension, there is no scene. Conflict doesn’t have to mean shouting matches or explosions. It can be as quiet as a character wanting something they can’t have.

        3. Structure – A beginning (set the stage), a middle (develop tension), and an end (shift something, even if tiny).

      

      

      And floating around all of that is your setting—the environment that shapes everything.

      

      Setting as a Character

      

      Here’s the part a lot of writers miss: your setting isn’t just a backdrop. It can act like another character:

      
        
        •A thunderstorm can make two people confess secrets they’d never share under blue skies.

        •A cramped apartment can force intimacy, or spark rage.

        •A glowing forest on an alien world can make your reader’s jaw drop.

      

      

      The setting doesn’t just decorate your story, it influences it. Think of it as the stage manager whispering directions behind the curtain.

      

      Tone, Weather, and Other Sneaky Tools

      

      Want to instantly change the emotional feel of a scene? Change the weather.

      
        
        •A kiss in the sunshine feels like hope.

        •A kiss in the rain feels like desperation.

        •A kiss in a snowstorm feels like survival.

      

      

      The tone of your scene rides on these choices. A simple “rainstorm at the beginning” can ripple through your whole book. Maybe it foreshadows grief, or maybe it makes the final sunny moment shine brighter.

      When you write descriptions, you’re not just painting scenery. You’re steering emotion.

      

      Okay, But How Do You Actually Do This?

      

      This is where sensory details come in. And yes, I mean all five senses. (Sometimes six, if you count intuition or that strange sixth-sense writers have when the cookies in the oven are burning even though we’re three rooms away.)

      

      1. Sight

      The most obvious. What do characters notice? What don’t they notice until later?

      Instead of: “The kitchen was messy.”

      Try: “Dirty plates leaned like crooked towers in the sink, and a half-eaten sandwich sagged on the counter, its mayonnaise turning shiny under the flickering light.”

      

      2. Sound

      Sounds bring a scene to life, sometimes even more than sight.

      Instead of: “It was quiet.”

      Try: “The silence pressed so hard she could hear the refrigerator hum like an anxious insect.”

      

      3. Smell

      The most underrated sense. Smell yanks readers into memory instantly.

      Instead of: “She walked into her grandmother’s house.”

      Try: “The moment she stepped inside, the smell of cinnamon and mothballs wrapped around her, as comforting and claustrophobic as a quilt pulled too tight.”

      

      4. Touch

      Texture grounds the reader.

      Instead of: “He sat in the chair.”

      Try: “The chair’s vinyl stuck to the back of his legs, squeaking every time he shifted.”

      

      5. Taste

      Even if your character isn’t eating, you can sneak taste in.

      Instead of: “She was nervous.”

      Try: “Her mouth filled with the bitter copper taste of fear, like she’d bitten her tongue.”

      

      Storytime: The Park Bench Test

      

      When I was drafting my first novel, I thought I was a genius. Every scene was fast-paced, every line of dialogue snappy. But when my critique group read it, someone said:

      “I feel like all your characters are talking in a white room. Where are they?”

      That stung. But they were right. My characters were basically floating heads having conversations in empty space.

      So I went back, sat myself on an actual park bench, and wrote a page describing everything I could see, hear, smell, feel, taste. The peeling green paint on my bench. The chirp of birds. The faint barbecue smell drifting from the restaurant down the block.

      When I rewrote my scene with that kind of grounding, my characters stopped floating. They lived.

      

      Exercise: The Tree Challenge

      

      You’ve heard this before, but I’m going to repeat it because it works:

      1. Go outside. Find a tree. (If the weather is rude, pull up a photo online.)

      2. Write a one-page description of that tree and everything around it. Use as many senses as you can.

      3. Come back later, after finishing this book, and write it again, without peeking at your first attempt.

      

      Compare the two. If you’ve absorbed what we’re talking about here, the second one will make the first look like a stick figure next to a Rembrandt.

      

      Reading Like a Writer

      

      Want to supercharge your description muscles? Read with intention.

      When you pick up a book, don’t just devour the story. Pause and ask:

      
        
        •How does this writer build the scene?

        •What senses are they using?

        •How does the setting shape the character’s mood or choices?

      

      

      Read widely, such as classics, modern novels, memoirs, travel writing. Pay attention. Notice what works, what doesn’t. Read with intention.

      

      Bringing It All Together

      

      Descriptions and sensory details aren’t frosting on your story cake. They’re the flour, sugar, and eggs. Without them, you don’t have cake. You have an empty plate.

      Your goal as a writer is to situate your reader so firmly inside your world that they forget they’re holding a book. They should smell the smoke before the fire breaks out, hear the crunch of gravel before a car pulls up, feel the damp chill of the dungeon before the villain even appears.

      That’s the power of sensory writing. That’s how you create not just readers, but fans. You want people who will follow you from book to book because they trust you’ll make them feel something real.

      So go outside. Find that tree. Write it down. And then write your story as if your reader is right there inside it with you.

      

      Quick Writing Prompts to Try Today

      
        
        •Describe the room you’re in right now using all five senses.

        •Write about your morning coffee (or tea, or water, or whatever fuels you) using metaphor and sensory detail.

        •Pick a memory from childhood. Don’t write what happened, write what it smelled like.
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      ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

      So, this is the part of the book where I’m supposed to talk about myself. Always feels a little strange, doesn’t it? Like the literary equivalent of standing up in front of the class and saying, “Hi, my name is Michelle Files, and my fun fact is…uh…I once tripped over my own shoelaces at prom.”

      

      But here’s the deal: you are going to spend the whole book listening to me talk about scenes, characters, and writing craft. You deserve to know who’s behind all this chatter. Not the polished, “professional bio” version of me that usually sounds like I was carved out of marble and spend my days sipping tea in a book-lined study. Nope. You get the real me: messy, book-obsessed, opinionated, sometimes funny, sometimes awkward, but always in love with stories.

      

      Growing Up with My Nose in a Book

      

      I have been a reader for as long as I can remember. I mean the kind of reader who got in trouble for sneaking books under the covers with a flashlight. My parents always caught me because I forgot to turn off the flashlight and it glowed through the blanket like a beacon. Subtle, I was not.

      Back in the 1900s—yes, that phrase makes me laugh and wince at the same time—I was the kid at school lugging around a paperback so thick you could use it to build a small fort. I devoured romance, thrillers, horror, and the occasional time-travel adventure. My reading list was eclectic and a little dramatic, much like my teenage self.

      Stephen King and Dean Koontz were my bread and butter. Honestly, those books terrified me and thrilled me in equal measure. I’d sit there with my heart pounding, telling myself, Just one more chapter. Next thing I knew, it was 3 a.m. and I was convinced there was something breathing in my closet. Spoiler: there wasn’t. Well, unless you count the pile of dirty laundry, which had a smell that could probably qualify as “alive.”

      And then there was V.C. Andrews. Oh boy. Her books were scandalous and strange, and they passed around school like contraband. I probably learned more about family secrets, forbidden romance, and melodrama from those pages than I should admit in public. But they fed something in me, the hunger for big, emotional stories with high stakes.

      

      How My Tastes Have Changed (Sort Of)

      

      Fast-forward to today, and my reading life looks a little different. These days, I lean heavily into women’s fiction. I love the kind of books that dig into relationships, family drama, love, loss, and everything messy in between.

      But don’t get me wrong, I haven’t abandoned my old loves. A good thriller still gets me every time. There’s nothing like a story that makes you hold your breath and mutter, Don’t go in there! at the characters.

      

      They always go in there. Always.

      

      I’ve even tiptoed into post-apocalyptic fiction. At first, I wasn’t sure it was my thing. Did I really want to read about worlds collapsing and people fighting over cans of beans? Turns out, yes. When it’s well written, those stories aren’t really about the end of the world at all. They’re about survival, resilience, and what it means to be human when everything else is stripped away. And I find that fascinating.

      

      Now, here’s a confession: not long ago, I read my very first wolf shifter book. Yep, the kind where humans turn into wolves and fall in love. I went into it thinking, This is not my jam. But I wanted to branch out, try something new. Guess what? I liked it. It was fun, engaging, and way more entertaining than I expected. That’s the magic of books, isn’t it? You step into a world you think you won’t care about and suddenly you’re cheering for a half-wolf hero and wondering if you, too, should run under the moonlight.

      Am I a diehard paranormal romance fan now? Not exactly. But I’ll never knock a book again without giving it a fair shot.

      

      Let’s Talk Books (Seriously, Let’s)

      

      If you hang out with me on Facebook, you know I love talking about the books I’m reading. Sometimes I gush. Sometimes I rant. That’s the fun of being a reader. It’s a rollercoaster we willingly strap ourselves into.

      And honestly, some of my best conversations happen when readers jump into those posts with their own thoughts. Agree with me, disagree with me, recommend something totally out of left field, that’s fine, I love it all. Reading has always been a community activity for me. Even if I’m curled up alone on my couch, I’m part of a bigger circle of readers who get the thrill of turning pages late into the night.

      

      From Reader to Writer

      

      Here’s something you should know: my books for authors, this one included, come from a place of passion. I’ve always believed that stories matter. They shape us. They teach us. They connect us. And helping other writers learn to craft those stories feels like paying it forward.

      When I sit down to write books like this, I don’t imagine myself as some expert on a mountaintop handing down wisdom. I imagine myself sitting across the table from you, coffee mugs in hand, swapping tips, laughing over the ridiculous struggles, and nodding in solidarity when we talk about how hard writing can be sometimes.

      Because it is hard. And also wonderful. And worth it.

      

      To date, I’ve written more than two dozen fiction and non-fiction books. Some are mystery, some are thrillers, and others are small town dramas with some romance thrown in. They were all fun to write. Some are better than others. That’s how it goes with producing any type of art.

      But the thing about me is that I like to share my wisdom. This is why I started writing non-fiction books for authors. I want to help those just starting out, or anyone for that matter, who wants to improve their writing.

      

      An Invitation

      

      So here’s my invitation to you: let’s keep this a conversation. Don’t let the book end here. When you’ve finished reading, shoot me an email. Tell me what you liked. Tell me what didn’t work for you. Tell me the scene you’re struggling with or the win you just had.

      I mean it, good or bad, I want to hear it. Writing can feel lonely, but it doesn’t have to be. Let’s make it less of a monologue and more of a dialogue. And feel free to pop on over to Facebook. We can talk there too.

      

      Final Note

      

      At the end of the day, I’m just a lifelong reader who fell in love with stories and wanted to help other people tell theirs. That’s really the heart of it. Books have carried me through every stage of life, from awkward teenage years to the chaos of adulthood, and I can’t imagine life without them.

      So here’s to you, fellow storyteller. May your scenes sing, your characters breathe, and your stories find the readers who need them.

      And may you always have a flashlight handy, for reading under the covers, of course.

      

      
        
        Michelle Files

        Author & Entrepreneur

      

      

      MichelleFiles.com
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      HOW TO USE THIS INFORMATION ON WRITING GREAT SCENES

      

      Okay, friend, you’ve made it this far, which means two things are true:

      1.You are serious about writing better scenes.

      2.You are also probably wondering, “Cool, but how do I actually use all of this in real life?”

      

      Fair question. This chapter is your bridge. It’s the piece that connects everything you’ve learned to your actual writing practice. Think of it as the “now go forth and write” pep talk, sprinkled with some tough love and a few creative challenges.

      Because here’s the truth: you can nod along to every chapter in this book, highlight all the good bits, and even post inspirational Hemingway quotes on Instagram. But unless you actually use this stuff, unless you get your hands messy with words, it won’t do you any good. You need to treat this as a workbook. Do the exercises and prompts. Most of them anyway. This is the best way for it all to sink in and make you a better writer. And isn’t that your ultimate goal?

      

      Scene Writing Works Everywhere

      

      Here’s the thing a lot of people forget: scene writing isn’t just for novelists. Yes, if you’re writing fiction, scenes are your bread and butter. But description and sensory detail, which are the heart of scene writing, work across every kind of writing.

      •Fiction? Obviously. Your characters need to move through space and time, not float in a void.

      •Travel writing? Absolutely. Readers want to smell the street food in Bangkok or hear the surf in Santorini.

      •Memoir? Definitely. Your childhood kitchen should be so vivid I can practically taste your mom’s spaghetti sauce.

      •Even non-fiction? Yep. Readers of essays, articles, or even how-to guides stick around when you situate them in a place. It doesn’t matter if you’re writing about gardening or neuroscience. Readers want a sense of where they are.

      Everything needs a sense of place. Even spreadsheets. (Okay, maybe not spreadsheets. Unless you’re writing a memoir about spreadsheets, in which case, Godspeed.)

      

      Why Characters and Settings Are Inseparable

      

      You may notice this book talks a lot about characters. That’s not an accident. Characters and settings are like peanut butter and jelly. You can have one without the other, sure, but when you put them together, it’s magic.

      Characters are shaped by their environment. A kid who grows up in a one-stoplight town in Montana will move through the world differently than a kid raised in Manhattan. The sounds, the smells, the rhythms of their lives, well those things sneak into their personalities, their choices, their voices.

      If you ignore the setting, you’re not just losing description. You’re losing depth.

      

      The Chase Scene Problem

      

      Let’s talk thrillers for a second. A lot of beginning writers think, I’ll just keep the action moving. People love action, right? And yes, we do. But nonstop action without setting is like eating plain popcorn for dinner. It fills you up for a while, but you’ll get sick of it fast.

      

      Imagine this:

      She ran. Footsteps behind her. Faster. A turn. An alley. A shadow. A hand grabbed her shoulder.

      That’s…fine. It’s technically action. But where are we? What does this place look like, smell like, sound like? Without that, it’s generic.

      

      Now try this:

      Her boots slapped against the slick cobblestones, the alley reeking of rotting cabbage and spilled beer. Behind her, footsteps pounded, closer now, echoing off the brick walls like a drumbeat. She skidded past a toppled trash can, a cat shrieking as it darted away. The hand caught her shoulder, cold and rough, just as she reached the flickering glow of the streetlamp.

      Better, right? It’s not just action. It’s immersive.

      That’s the difference description makes.

      

      The Five Senses (Yes, All of Them)

      

      Good writing uses all the senses. Not just sight. Sight is easy. Everyone defaults to it. But smell, sound, taste, and touch are your secret weapons.

      
        
        •Smell is the most memory-triggering sense. Mention cinnamon rolls, and suddenly I’m in my grandmother’s kitchen.

        •Sound gives texture: the creak of a swing set, the distant rumble of thunder.

        •Touch grounds us in the body: sticky fingers, the grit of sand between toes.

        •Taste, used sparingly, can hit hard. Bitter coffee, metallic blood, the salt of tears.

      

      

      Next time you write a scene, challenge yourself: how many senses can you weave in without overstuffing it?

      

      Your Voice Is What Makes It Unique

      

      Here’s the fun part. If I lined up one hundred writers in front of the same tree and asked them each to describe it, I’d get one hundred different pages.

      Yes, most of them would mention bark and leaves. But one might notice the ants crawling along the roots. Another might focus on how the tree leans like it’s tired. Someone else might compare the leaves to coins or scales or stained glass.

      The tree is the same. The descriptions are not. That’s your voice at work.

      

      Your First Assignment: Go Find a Tree

      

      Seriously. I mean it. Go outside, find a tree, sit down, and write one page describing it.

      Notice the bark. Notice the sound the leaves make. Notice how the sunlight filters through the branches. Write it all down.

      If the weather’s gross or you live somewhere with zero trees (hello, desert friends), grab a photo online. But if you can, do it in person. Feel the breeze. Smell the grass. Get your senses involved.

      I’ll wait…

      

      Okay, I’m not actually waiting, but you get the idea.

      

      Do It Again Later

      

      Here’s the kicker: after you’ve read the rest of this book, I want you to go back and do the exercise again. Same tree (or a new one if you’ve moved on). Don’t look at your first version until you’re done.

      Then compare.

      I’d bet good coffee money that your second attempt will be sharper, more alive, more you. That’s the payoff of practicing.

      

      A Tree of My Own (Yes, I Did It Too)

      

      Since I’m bossing you around, it’s only fair I show you mine. Here’s an excerpt from when I sat in front of a tree:

      

      A tall tree stands in the middle of the park, its branches spreading wide like open arms, casting cool shade across the grass. From where I sit, the sound of children laughing and calling to each other drifts through the air, high and bright, mixing with the rustle of leaves overhead. The scent of freshly cut grass lingers, sweet and earthy, with a faint trace of blooming flowers nearby. Birds perch above in the branches, their songs light and quick, carrying on the breeze as if they, too, are part of the afternoon’s play.

      

      Is this the greatest description ever written? Nope. It’s simple. But notice what it does: it puts you there. You can hear the kids, smell the grass, feel the shade. That’s all your reader wants, to feel like they’re standing in the middle of your scene.

      

      Living Makes You a Better Writer

      

      One of my favorite quotes is from Ernest Hemingway:

      “In order to write about life, first you must live it.”

      

      That’s the truth. You can’t write vibrant, sensory scenes if you never leave your desk. You need to go out and notice things:

      
        
        •The way a coffee shop hums with overlapping conversations.

        •The metallic screech of a subway car.

        •The way rain smells on hot asphalt.

        •The scratch of a sweater that’s been washed too many times.

      

      

      These are the textures that make writing come alive. And you don’t get them by sitting at your keyboard and guessing. You get them by paying attention.

      

      Quick Exercises to Cement This

      
        
        1. The Coffee Shop Test

        Go sit in a café. Write down three smells, three sounds, and three visual details. (Bonus: write one thing that surprised you.)

        2. The Flashlight Exercise

        Pretend your scene is a pitch-black room and you only have a flashlight. What one detail do you shine it on? That’s usually where your focus should go.

        3. The Weather Twist

        Write a scene in the same location twice: once on a sunny day, once during a thunderstorm. Notice how the mood shifts with the sensory details.

      

      

      

      The Payoff

      

      Here’s the bottom line: just reading about writing isn’t enough. You’ve got to practice. You’ve got to risk writing badly, then writing again, then writing better.

      But if you do, your reward is huge: scenes that don’t just tell readers what’s happening, but make them feel like they’re inside the story.

      And that, my friend, is the whole point.

      

      So, what did you come up with?
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      HOW TO DESCRIBE SETTINGS WITHOUT OVERWRITING

      

      Why Settings Matter

      

      Have you ever read a book and found yourself skipping big blocks of description? Or maybe you’ve read one where you couldn’t picture the scene at all, like you were walking through fog?

      That’s the setting problem in a nutshell. Writers tend to fall into one of two traps:

      
        
        1. Underwriting – giving so little description that the reader feels lost.

        2. Overwriting – stuffing in so many adjectives, metaphors, and details that the scene drags to a halt.

      

      

      The truth is: settings don’t have to be long to be powerful. They just need to give the reader a clear, vivid anchor. Enough to feel grounded, without stopping the story in its tracks.

      

      I’ll show you how to strike that balance. Think of it as a toolbox: you’ll learn a few simple techniques, practice with short exercises, and walk away with a repeatable method you can apply to any scene.

      

      The Golden Rule of Description

      

      Show enough for the reader to feel grounded. Don’t drown them in adjectives.

      

      Let’s look at an example:

      

      Overwritten:

      The golden, shimmering, radiant sunlight sparkled like a thousand tiny stars across the undulating, verdant green meadows that stretched infinitely to the horizon.

      

      Balanced:

      Sunlight spilled over the rolling green meadows, warm and endless.

      

      Notice how the second version is cleaner and easier to visualize. Strong nouns and verbs do the heavy lifting, while adjectives stay in check.

      

      Exercise: The Three Versions Challenge

      

      Pick a sentence about a place (e.g., a quiet library). Write it in three ways:

      
        
        1. Too little (bare-bones).

        2. Too much (overwritten).

        3. Balanced (just enough).

      

      

      

      Zoom In, Zoom Out Technique

      

      One of the simplest ways to write settings is to zoom out, then zoom in.

      
        
        •Start wide: give the reader a general sense of place.

        •Then narrow down: drop in one or two sharp details.

      

      

      

      Example:

      
        
        •Wide: The village sat in a valley, framed by mountains.

        •Narrow: Smoke curled from a single chimney; a dog barked at the edge of the square.

      

      

      This technique helps readers place themselves in the scene before noticing the details.

      

      Exercise: The Coffee Shop Drill

      Pick a place you know well (coffee shop, bus stop, your kitchen). Write two “wide” sentences to set the scene. Then add two “narrow” sentences with sharper details.

      

      Pick 3 Details, Not 30

      

      A little secret: you don’t need to describe everything in the room. You just need the right details.

      

      The Rule of 3:

      
        
        •One visual detail (what the reader sees).

        •One sensory detail (sound, smell, touch, etc.).

        •One emotional/atmospheric detail (how it feels to be there).

      

      

      

      Example:

      
        
        •Visual: The cracked leather booth sagged.

        •Sensory: The air smelled faintly of burnt coffee.

        •Emotional: Something about it made her chest tighten with memory.

      

      

      Together, those three paint a whole picture.

      

      Exercise: Three-Detail Scene

      Describe your bedroom in exactly three details: one visual, one sensory, one emotional.

      

      Anchor Description in Action

      

      The worst thing you can do is pause the story to deliver a setting info-dump. Instead, weave description into the action.

      

      Info-dump (static):

      The office was small, with gray walls and a broken lamp in the corner. A stack of files leaned dangerously on the desk.

      In action (dynamic):

      He shoved the leaning stack of files aside, nearly toppling the broken lamp in the corner of the gray-walled office.

      

      See the difference? The setting comes alive because it’s tied to what the character is doing.

      

      Exercise: Rewrite in Motion

      

      Write a short static description of a room. Then rewrite it with a character moving through it.

      

      Avoiding Purple Prose

      

      Purple prose is when writing gets so stuffed with fancy words that it draws attention to itself instead of the story.

      

      Signs you’re overwriting:

      
        
        •Too many adjectives/adverbs.

        •Piling synonyms (“azure, cerulean, sky-blue heavens”).

        •Metaphors stacked on metaphors.

      

      

      

      Fixes:

      
        
        •Use strong nouns and verbs instead of padding.

        •Cut extra adjectives (ask: does each one earn its place?).

        •Read aloud. If you stumble, it’s probably too much.

      

      

      

      Example:

      
        
        •Overwritten: He walked slowly, heavily, dragging his feet along the dusty, barren road.

        •Balanced: He trudged down the dusty road.

      

      

      

      Exercise: The Red Pen Test

      Take a description you’ve written. Cross out every adjective/adverb. Now read it aloud. Add back only the ones that truly matter.

      

      Layering Description Over Time

      

      You don’t have to describe everything at once. In fact, you shouldn’t. Settings feel more natural when they’re revealed gradually as the character interacts with them.

      

      Example:

      
        
        •Arrival: The diner’s neon sign buzzed overhead.

        •A moment later: The cracked vinyl seats stuck to her skin.

        •Later: She realized the jukebox wasn’t playing. It was just humming faintly in the corner.

      

      

      

      This staggered reveal mimics how we notice details in real life.

      

      Exercise: The Slow Reveal

      Write a 150-word scene where your character enters a new place. Spread out the description over at least three moments.

      

      Quick Reference Cheat Sheet

      •Zoom out, then in.

      •Pick 3 key details.

      •Anchor in action.

      •Sprinkle, don’t dump.

      •Favor strong verbs over adjectives.

      

      Pin this list above your desk.

      

      Practice: Before & After

      

      Let’s tie everything together.

      

      Bland:

      She walked into the room. It was a kitchen. There was food on the counter.

      Overwritten:

      She entered the expansive, cavernous kitchen, where gleaming countertops of marble shimmered under the blinding fluorescent lights, and foodstuffs. There were loaves, fruits, cheeses, and all were sprawled in disarray like a Renaissance still life.

      Balanced:

      She stepped into the kitchen. A half-sliced loaf of bread waited on the marble counter, crumbs scattered like confetti under the harsh fluorescent light.

      

      Exercise: Rewrite Practice

      Write a bland version of a scene. Then overwrite it on purpose. Finally, balance it.

      

      Make Settings Work for You

      

      Remember, you don’t have to be Tolkien. You don’t need page-long landscapes or endless descriptions. What you need is balance: enough detail to ground the reader, but not so much that they drown in words.

      

      Here’s your challenge:

      Today, take one scene from your current project and apply the Rule of 3. Pick one visual, one sensory, and one emotional detail. That’s it. See how much cleaner, and more vivid, your writing feels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      FORWARD MOTION

      

      In other words: Don’t overload your readers with the minutiae.

      

      The Problem with Over-Description

      

      Let me start with a confession: I once gave up on a book because of a kitchen. Yes, a kitchen.

      The author had me trapped in there for pages. First, we had the countertops. Then the cabinets. Then the gleaming pots and pans. Okay, fine, ambiance. But then came the hammer marks on the butcher-block counter, described in detail, including a speculative history about the carpenter who put them there. By that point, I was done. I literally closed the book and muttered, “I’m out.”

      That author lost me forever, not because the story wasn’t good, but because I never got to it.

      

      Here’s the thing: your book should be as long as it needs to be, and not a word longer.
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