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1. Resist telling the reader that something is about to happen/has happened before you actually 
show it happening.  
 
Don’t do this: 
 
• “‘I’ll be back in five minutes with a can of tuna,’ I told my cat, Matilda. But it would turn out 
to be way longer than that before I’d return with her fishy snack.” 
 
• “Before I could ________” (fill in the blank with, for instance, “run away,” “turn around,” 
“realize that”) __________ (fill in the blank with what happened).  
 
• “I didn’t notice that _______....” (Fill in the blank with, for instance, “a Yeti with blood 
dripping down its face and a half-eaten human head in its hand was standing behind the 
snowbank.) 
 
 
2. Slow down the action by using a lot of sensory detail and description, which is like shifting 
into slow motion. Make sure, of course, that the details and description are relevant to what 
you’re showing. When you accentuate the sensory detail that the POV character experiences, the 
reader feels like he/she/they, too, is experiencing the surprise of the scary thing instead of feeling 
like he/she/they are being set up to experience a scary moment. (This comes up repeatedly as an 
issue with manuscripts I edit, where the writers do something akin to ominous foreboding music 
as the scary part is about to happen. Don’t cue the scary music!)  
 
3. Make sure to eliminate as much narrative distance as possible. For instance, rather than 
writing, “She thought she heard a weird sound coming from inside the rusty old shed in the 
backyard where all the axes were kept. But she kept walking toward it because she was pretty 
sure that that’s where her silly kitty, Puffball, had run to,” you might write: “Was that meow? 
Or…a creak? Jamie forced herself to take a step forward, her stiletto catching in the mud before 
coming loose. Why had she worn stilettos to a Halloween dance anyway? And why hadn’t she 
taken them off before coming out here to look for Puffball? The sound came again. And of 
course it was coming from the rusty old shed where all the axes were stored. Why was her 
family’s axe-shed always so creeky anyway? ‘Puffball?’ she whispered. The door edged open an 
inch. Jamie pulled off her Louboutin and gripped it tightly in front of her…” 
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Here are some good examples of not stealing the scare (none of which feature cats, bad footwear 
choices, or scary sheds): 
 

From The Road, Cormac McCarthy 

He started down the rough wooden steps. He ducked his head and then flicked the lighter 
and swung the flame out over the darkness like an offering. Coldness and damp. An ungodly 
stench. He could see part of a stone wall. Clay floor. An old mattress darkly stained. He 
crouched and stepped down again and held out the light. 

Huddled against the back wall were naked people, male and female, all trying to hide, 
shielding their faces with their hands. On the mattress lay a man with his legs gone to the hip and 
the stumps of them blackened and burnt. The smell was hideous. 

Jesus, he whispered. 
Then one by one they turned and blinked in the pitiful light. “Help us, they whispered. 

Please help us.” 
 
Note in the above example that we only see what the POV character sees, smells, etc., 

when he sees it. We experience it as he does. 

 
From “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been,” Joyce Carol Oates 
 

Get the hell out of here!" "Be nice, honey. Listen." 
"I'm going to call the police—" 
He wobbled again and out of the side of his mouth came a fast spat curse, an aside not 

meant for her to hear. But even this "Christ!" sounded forced. Then he began to smile again. She 
watched this smile come, awkward as if he were smiling from inside a mask. His whole face was 
a mask, she thought wildly, tanned down to his throat but then running out as if he had plastered 
make- up on his face but had forgotten about his throat. 

"Honey—? Listen, here's how it is. I always tell the truth and I promise you this: I ain't 
coming in that house after you." 

"You better not! I'm going to call the police if you—if you don't—" 
"Honey," he said, talking right through her voice, "honey, I’m not coming in there but 

you are coming out here. You know why?" 
She was panting. The kitchen looked like a place she had never seen before, some room 

she had run inside but that wasn't good enough, wasn't going to help her. The kitchen window 
had never had a curtain, after three years, and there were dishes in the sink for her to do—
probably—and if you ran your hand across the table you'd probably feel something sticky there. 

"You listening, honey? Hey?" "—going to call the police—" 
"Soon as you touch the phone I don't need to keep my promise and can come inside. You 

won't want that." 
She rushed forward and tried to lock the door. Her fingers were shaking. "But why lock 

it," Arnold Friend said gently, talking right into her face. "It's just a screen door. It's just 
nothing." One of his boots was at a strange angle, as if his foot wasn't in it. It pointed out to the 
left, bent at the ankle. "I mean, anybody can break through a screen door and glass and wood and 
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iron or anything else if he needs to, anybody at all, and specially Arnold Friend. If the place got 
lit up with a fire, honey, you'd come runnin' out into my arms, right into my arms an' safe at 
home—like you knew I was your lover and'd stopped fooling around. I don't mind a nice shy girl 
but I don't like no fooling around." Part of those words were spoken with a slight rhythmic lilt, 
and Connie somehow recognized them—the echo of a song from last year, about a girl rushing 
into her boyfriend's arms and coming home again— 
 
Note that in the above example that we are experiencing Connie’s realization that Arnold Friend 

is not what she thought he was as well as her sense that what she’d thought had been familiar to 
her (the kitchen, etc.) is not exactly as she’d thought/remembered. It’s not summarized—it’s 

shown.  
 

From One for the Murphys, Lynda Mullaly Hunt 
 

I had been dribbling my basketball. The faded one with no bumps left from constant use. 
My mother smelled like vodka when she came in, complaining about me bouncing the 

ball inside. I wasn’t too surprised when she lunged for it. I jumped to the side and she stumbled, 
then landed on the floor. She held her leg, her face twisted in pain. “Carley,” she yelled. “You’d 
better show me some respect!” 

Her new husband, Dennis, who had been fired as an Elvis impersonator back in Vegas, 
came in wearing his paste-on black sideburns to check on his howling wife. 

He asked me what I’d done and I said, “All I did was move out of her way.” 
Einstein spoke. “That don’t explain why she’s laying on the floor.” 
“Why? Are you the only one who can hit her?” This wasn’t smart to say, but the bruises I 

had seen on my mother—even before their wedding—made me so mad. 
“What I done to her is nothing compared to what I’m gonna do to you,” he said. 
My mother watched, groaning as she held her leg. 
I ran around the dining room table as he tried to catch me, steadying himself on the table 

as he went. 
“Hey, Dennis. How does one get fired as an Elvis impersonator? Is it because you sing 

like your foot is caught in a steel trap?” Another dumb thing to say, but I’d decided to egg him 
on, to really annoy him. Because I had just come up with a master plan to show my mother why 
she had to leave him. 

He lunged at me across the top of the table and I jumped back. If it weren’t for his fat 
stomach, he might have gotten me. 

“I hate you, Dennis. You’re nothing but a loser.” 
He slammed his fist on the table, but his voice was quiet and intense. “Too bad I’ll be the 

last thing you ever see.” 
My plan suddenly felt like a suicide mission, but I knew that if he hit me, my mother 

would be angry. One good belt is all I would have to take, and she would tell him to go. Forever. 
I was ready. 
I held up an imaginary microphone, and I sang, “Don’t Be Cruel.” 
“I’m gonna shut you up for good, little girl.” 
My mother cried out for me, and I moved toward her. 
Something clamped around my ankle. I looked down and it was my mother’s hand 

holding me. She needed my help. 
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“Mom! What’s wrong? Is it your leg?” 
But she didn’t answer. Instead she spoke to Dennis. “Honey, I got her! I got her by the 

foot!” 
 

The above example, which I find the most terrifying of the three, is from a middle-grade novel. 
Note that it works because it feels like it is in slo-mo and because even though this is a flashback, 

meaning that the POV character does know how it is going to turn out, the internal monologue is 
that of the character at the time of the episode (“She needed my help.”) Because it is being 

related as how the protagonist was thinking at the time this happened, the reader experiences 
the shock and terror of her mother’s betrayal at the same time as the protagonist does. 


