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Lesson Two: Adding Spice 
 
Hello again, writerly-types! 
 
In the previous lesson we began to explore what I call the ‘flavor’ of words. What I hope you’re starting 
to see—what I’d like you to see (and smell and taste and feel) is how different words elicit different 
emotional reactions from the writer and—we hope—the reader.  
 
Why do we care about eliciting or generating an emotional reaction in the reader? 
 
“The author’s job is to manipulate the emotions of the reader.” –Dwight V Swain, TECHNIQUES OF THE 
SELLING WRITER 
 
I don’t think it can be said any more clearly than that.  
 
“The author’s job is to manipulate the emotions of the reader.”  
 
The whole point of reading commercial genre fiction IS to create a vicarious experience of some other 
person, place, time, event, and ACTION-FILLED SCENE… and it is all centered on the EMOTIONS you make 
the reader feel. (Because if the reader doesn’t FEEL anything then she’s not EXPERIENCING anything, and 
she won’t continue reading. If you don’t fully understand this or would like to discuss this key concept in 
more depth, ASK ME NOW.) 
 
This is especially true when you write action-oriented fiction. The reader is there for the ride of his life, 
for the thrill of the chase. If you don’t give him that—with bells on—he’ll go download an old Die Hard 
movie from Netflix and toss a bag of popcorn in the microwave. 
 
So, using our newfound knowledge about the flavors of words, how do we keep our reader out of the 
Netflix queue? 
 
Like adding spice to any recipe, it takes some practice and often a delicate touch. Too much spice makes 
the recipe inedible. Too many emotion-packed and descriptive words and a scene is cartoonish, 
unreadable. The wrong spice makes a recipe unpalatable. Use the wrong ‘flavors’ of words and a scene 
will fail. 
 
Remember our sumo wrestler and our Aunt Esmeralda from the previous lesson? Sumo wrestlers can 
guffaw, and our maiden aunts can titter, but tittering sumo wrestlers and guffawing maiden aunts bring 
totally different images and experiences to mind. 
 
This is exactly the kind of situation I want you to become critically aware of when you craft your pages. 
Not that we can’t have guffawing maiden aunties. It’s just that when we have them, we’d darned well 
better to have intended to have EXACTLY them. 
 
Words, if anything, are NOT one-size-fits-all. 
 
(And yes, I teach an entire course on Word Choice. It’s THAT important. But we’re only going to touch on 
it for two lessons here—and only as it specifically relates to action scenes.) 
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Let’s get back to Sumo and Auntie Esmeralda. 
 
The sumo wrestler pushed Esmeralda to the ground. 
The sumo wrestler shoved Esmeralda to the ground. 
The sumo wrestler slammed Esmeralda down to the ground. 
The sumo wrestler flattened Esmeralda, and she… 
 
…tumbled to the ground. 
…crumpled* to the ground. 
…toppled to the ground. 
…collapsed. 
 
(*Crumpled is NOT interchangeable with crumbled. Cookies crumble. People crumple. Watch out for 
sound-alikes that have different meanings. If in doubt, look it up! A hangar is not a hanger. Peasants and 
pheasants are different entities—as my high-school crush found out the hard way when he submitted an 
entire history report on the revolting pheasants in France...) 
 
But back to our above list. What kind of images appear on your mental movie screen when you read the 
different versions? Can you see, feel, taste, and hear the variations? 
 
What do you see, hear, taste, and feel from: 
The sumo wrestler hit Esmeralda and she fell. 
 
Probably a lot less than you do from the earlier examples. “Hit” and “fell” are bland action words. They 
tell the reader what’s happening, but they don’t SHOW the reader anything specific or different, and 
they don’t give the reader as full an emotional experience as other words could. 
 
And that’s the key to word choice when writing action. What kind of experience do you want the reader 
to have AT THIS POINT IN THE STORY?  
 
The answer to that determines what flavors of words you use. And you may have to forget your personal 
preferences, your personal experiences, to do so. 
 
One way to work out which word you want to use is to do a “word-intensity-line.” Yeah, I made that up. I 
don’t do them literally (anymore). I can do them mentally and, when perusing my thesaurus, I use the 
method to help me choose the right word.  
 
What’s a word-intensity-line or lineage? Best way to explain is to show you. 
 
Let's do a word-intensity lineage for 'walk,’ starting with the mildest/weakest word and moving to the 
strongest/most intense: 
WALK: Creep... crawl... stumble... lumber... walk... stride... jog... run... dash... bolt 
 
Do you see what I did there? I went from slow action to more intense or faster action. Arguably 'bolt' 
might come before 'dash,' but my gut feeling—and you're allowed to use yours—is that 'bolt' has a 
sense, a feeling, a flavor of a bit more of desperation and oomph than dash does. Someone could dash 
across the street to retrieve an errant basketball but when one bolts, it seems to be accompanied by an 
element of fear.  
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Yes? No? Are you getting this concept? 
 
Creep and crawl. Both contain an element of stealth or incapacitation (or infancy) but creep FEELS 
slower and less intense to me than crawl does. 
 
Let's do another word-intensity lineage so I'm sure you get the drift. Let's take light or illumination: 
LIGHT: Hazy... glowing … luminous … light … radiant … bright … flash … glaring … blinding. 
 
Are these the only words that can be lumped with illumination? Of course not. What I'm trying to do 
here is not become a walking thesaurus for you but trying to let you see the levels of intensity of similar 
words. Believe me, it will come in handy. 
 
How about house? This is a noun, not an action verb. Yes, we can do lineages for all kinds of words. 
HOUSE: Hovel... shack... shanty… flat… apartment … cottage... condo… house … mansion... castle. 
The intensity here is in size—we get progressively larger and wealthier as we go up the list. The flavors 
and sensations of the various words also differ. 'Hovel' doesn't sound and smell the same as 'mansion.' 
There are a whole bunch of other meanings and images encompassed by hovel that aren't necessarily a 
part of mansion. Just as crawl has a different visual image and sound than jog.  
 
How do we apply this to writing action? One of the problems in writing action-adventure scenes is 
that—blessedly—most of us haven’t lived violent lives. We’ve probably been shoved in our lives—
shoved out of line as children, shoved sideways in a crowded subway—but for the most part the 
experiences we’ve had are forms of accidental aggression. We’ve been jostled. We’ve rarely been 
slammed.  
 
This doesn’t apply if you’ve had military or law enforcement experience, or if you (sadly) have been 
exposed to a violent household. The rest of us, though, have to imagine what it feels like to be slammed 
against a wall or flattened against a floor. (And we’ll deal in a future lesson with doing research to find 
out what it does feel like.) 
 
This tends to lead to bland word choices for action words. Words that reside at the beginning of your 
intensity line. Hit. Fell. Those words “feel” sufficient to us because we’ve never (really) been hit. 
Punched. Clocked.  
 
Readers want you to flatten them. Slam them. Obliterate them. 
 
Vicariously, of course. 
 
This means you have to put the reader at the receiving end of the punch. It means that, yes, in the first 
draft you write that the sumo wrestler hit Auntie Esmeralda. But in the second draft you go back and 
find exactly the right word(s) to ramp up the flavor of the scene in order to bring in the emotional 
intensity you want at that point.  A word intensity line will help you do that. 
 
That emotional intensity will vary depending on where the scene is in the story (is it a teaser scene or 
the big black moment?) and your genre (yes, you can write action-adventure humor!).  
 
Think back to Lesson One and the basic flavor of words. For a humorous action scene, you’re going to 
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choose lighter words, more comical feeling-sounding-tasting-smelling words. For a horror action scene, 
you’ll be seeking those scary feeling-sounding-tasting-smelling words. 
 
KEY POINT: Story openings, key plot twists, and black moments are places where you really want to 
plump up your word choice. Working with the fact that “whatever you describe in detail, the reader will 
remember,” these scenes—openers, key plot twists, black moments—are things you want the reader to 
remember. 
 
Use your more mundane word choices for minor scenes, off-camera recountings and the like.  
 
If you describe EVERYTHING in detail, the reader will become numb to it. Do you all clearly see that? If 
you describe EVERYTHING in detail, the reader will become numb to it and your action scene will have 
no impact. 
 
Keeping all that in mind, you’re going to have two assignments due no later than Saturday (your time-
zone) midnight. The first assignment is easy and required. The second is optional, for bonus points, and 
will take thought.  
 
But before you do that, are there any questions or comments? Is this making sense to you or are your 
eyes crossing in confusion? Inquiring minds want to know. Ask! Post your questions or comments to the 
lesson thread here. As some of you know, I love discussing the craft of writing! 
 
 
YOUR HOMEWORK (please post as a reply to the newly created Lesson Two Homework Section): 
HOMEWORK #1 
 
List an action word by level of severity/intensity, starting with the mildest “flavor” and ending with the 
“spiciest” flavor. For example, if my word is JUMP: 
 
jump – leap – launch – fling – jettison – hurtle – plummet 
 
Do you all see/feel that  
--Auntie Esmeralda jumped off the porch. 
Is not the same in intensity and mind-imagery and impact as 
--Auntie Esmeralda jettisoned herself off the porch. 
 
Choose ONE action word for your homework from:  
Bump/Bumped (use whatever verb tense works for you) 
Cut 
Break 
Take/Grab 
Hit 
Pull 
Throw 
Fall 
 
And create and “intensity line” as I did above with jump. 
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(OPTIONAL) HOMEWORK #2  
 
Rewrite IN ACTION—paying particular attention to WORD CHOICE—the following section by Conan 
Doyle from Lesson One. Try to keep it about 100-125 words and feel free to put your own voice/spin on 
it. (And yes, Conan Doyle wrote in omniscient POV, which is also not much found today. Feel free to 
rewrite in deep third or first person, and feel free to make it as scary or as humorous as you want.) 
 
Original: 
As the carriage pulled up, one of the loafing men at the corner dashed forward to open the door in the 
hope of earning a copper, but was elbowed away by another loafer, who had rushed up with the same 
intention. A fierce quarrel broke out, which was increased by the two guardsmen, who took sides with 
one of the loungers, and by the scissors-grinder, who was equally hot upon the other side. 
 
Remember: Post your homework by Saturday midnight in the homework section.  
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