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“Please don’t rub chalk on your brother’s head.” Lindsay, mom, Tuesday morning.

“Mama! Look at this picture I made!” Madelyn, age 6 on Wednesday afternoon.

“I will be late on Friday, we have a V-con (video conference) at work.” Ryan, dad, Thursday 
night.

“Og! Og! Og!” The baby, after seeing a dog from his stroller Saturday morning.

Have you ever paid attention to the dialogue happening in your house? The four statements 
above were all made in my house as I composed this lesson. This week we are going to dig 
into dialogue and how to use it to enhance our writing.

Let’s explore this excerpt from the story Vacation Pie written by Lindsay Swoboda and 
published in Legacy Magazine Volume VII:

We come to the desert after a two-day trek by car. When I touch my scalp, there is sand grit 
under my hair. As we step out of the Jeep, Ryan pulls one of the two blue scarves from our 
bag. He insisted we pick them up from a roadside shop.

“A shemagh is essential in the desert,” he explains. He shares with me how they had them in 
Iraq, and demonstrates how to tie it.

“Will you do it for me?” I ask, and he does.

The camp manager comes to tell us that the sun will set in an hour. Now is the perfect time 
to go up the dunes and watch the sunset. I follow Ryan’s lead, but I am like a newborn fawn, 
my legs tripping and sinking in the sand.

“This is rough,” I grunt.
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“Tell me about it—you got this though, c’mon,” he says. We walk across the tops of the 
dunes, then straight up the highest one, where we perch and take in the endless brown 
wave tops. The sun starts to dip, kissing each dune as she goes. The heat follows her. I 
shiver and lean my body into Ryan.

“Just wait,” he says. He keeps his eyes trained on the sun. She touches the horizon and 
bows gracefully out, but when she does, a whoosh of wind flies across the earth and blows 
through my hair.

“Whoa,” is all I can say.

“Yeah, I remembered this. I was hoping you would get to experience it,” Ryan says.

“It’s like the world just exhaled,” I say.

The corners of his eyes crinkle as a smile climbs up his face.

“Did I ever tell you about what the Egyptians believed about the sun?” he asks.

“No. Tell me.” I reply and rest my head on his shoulder.

“They believed the sun sailed through the sky on a barge from dawn to dusk, and then rode 
down into the underworld at night,” he recounts.

“So the sun dies every day?” I ask.

“I guess you could see it like that, yeah,” he says.
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Ryan insists we sleep in hammocks under the stars that night. He shares stories I have never 
heard about his deployments to Iraq. Before I drift off to sleep, I think of the Egyptians and 
the sun dying each day. There are pieces of me that have both come alive and perished since 
having a child. In tending to her needs, I have forgotten our own.

When we get home I will kiss boo-boos, read books, cut up pbjs, and dole out snuggles. But 
someday that won’t be enough, and someday she will leave us. I need there to be an us for 
her to leave.

Now that you have read the excerpt once, go back through and examine how the author 
uses dialogue. 

How many speakers are there? Who are they and what do you assume about 

their character?

Where are they?

What do we gain from listening in on their conversations as opposed to 

reading a summary of what they are doing?

How did the author weave both dialogue and description to tell the story?

The following discussion has been taken straight from Janet Burroway’s book, Writing 
Fiction: A Guide to Narrative Craft. While we are focusing our energy in this workshop on 
creative nonfiction, Burroway’s discussion still applies to how we can utilize dialogue as a 
tool: 

Dialogue is another way to characterize, but the dialogue in very short fiction needs to 
perform more than one function. It should also provide exposition, set the scene, and 
advance the action of a story.
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CharaCterize:
Revealed through diction and syntax (word choice and how they’re arranged): attributes 

of a class, period, ethnicity, biases, region, attitudes, education, conflict

exposition:
Can reveal information the reader needs to know to understand the story especially 

information from the character’s past (This is tricky if it’s information both characters 
already know—if it’s there merely for the sake of the reader, avoid it—unless it also 
characterizes, or sets a mood, or advances the action)
Compare this expositional dialogue: “My brother is flying in from Pittsburgh this afternoon 
and bringing his three children” with this expositional dialogue that also characterizes: 
“My loser brother thinks he can just fly in and unload his three brats on me without so 
much as a how do you do”

set the sCene:
Provides information about setting details: “God, what a dump!”
Provides tone or mood (angry, sad, chagrined--see “my loser brother” above) through 
interruptions, silences, reversals, echoing, etc.

advanCe the aCtion:
If the dialogue effects change between two characters, it advances the story’s action.

Look back at our passage above and see how the author describes the speakers’ actions. 
There are no excessive verbs, adverbs, or adjectives. Burroway says:

verbs and signifiCanCe:
A good verb can convey both a what (the action) and a how (the significance of that action).
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Note the examples below. What’s conveyed to us about the “she” in each one regarding her 
feelings about work?

She walked into work every day.

She skipped into work every day.

She trudged into work every day.

adverbs and adjeCtives: Do You Need Them?
Not: Janet walked very, very slowly
But: Janet dawdled.
Not: White snow
But: Snow
If it’s yellow snow, say so.
Let’s look deeper at the excerpt from Vacation Pie. I have selected places where the 
author uses the character’s actions after speaking to enhance the story.

I follow Ryan’s lead, but I am like a newborn fawn, my legs tripping and sinking in the sand. 1. 
“This is rough,” I grunt.

2. The corners of his eyes crinkle as a smile climbs up his face.

“Did I ever tell you about what the Egyptians believed about the sun?” he asks. 3. “No. Tell 
me,” I reply and rest my head on his shoulder.
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1. “This is rough,” I grunt.

Not: I grunt loudly, heavily, or painfully. You don’t need to describe the grunt. The 
action and noise associated with “grunt” is explanation enough.

2.  The corners of his eyes crinkle as a smile climbs up his face.

Not: His face lights up with enamored joy or He breaks out in a toothy grin.

The choice to keep it simple and have his eyes crinkle feels right for this character. 
This is also a Creative NonFiction piece, and this is describing a real person and 
what would be authentic to him. 

Generally, it is more clear to write dialogue with “he said” and “she said” and then use the 
characters’ actions to tell us how they said it. 

For example, let us reference this line: 

3. “No. Tell me.” I reply and rest my head on his shoulder.

Not: I whisper, or exclaim, or say lovingly. The “reply” or the use of “say, said, 
ask” keeps it simple, and then the action that follows with “... rest my head on his 
shoulder,” captures the intimacy in how the person is speaking this line. 

Our readers are smart! They can see the reply and the head on the shoulder already 
without whispering, exclaiming, or overdoing it with saying it lovingly. The reader is 
being shown the dialogue and action as opposed to telling them.
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further reading:
The piece Perhapsing: Using Speculation in Creative Nonfiction from Brevity Magazine is 
helpful, especially when we think about utilizing dialogue. We want to ensure our stories 
remain true and do not edge into fictional territory. “Perhapsing” can be an honest way to fill 
in details when memory fails. Please note the first excerpt referenced in the piece is sensitive 
and talks about a fatality of a mother and child. 

Assignment 
Write a story that incorporates dialogue. The entire piece is not dialogue, but one scene in 

it should be. Implement and play with how to use dialogue to characterize, set the scene, 
expose and advance the action. 

If you have never written dialogue before, think back on some of the most important 
conversations in your life and pull yourself back as an observer. Pretend you are sitting in the 
audience of a theater, watching the show. 

It is also good practice to observe the conversations around you. You can try this in any 
public space, watching how dialogue naturally unfolds between participants. If you don’t 
have time to go play fly on the wall, tune in to how you speak with your family member(s) at 
home, on the phone, or even how you interact with a clerk at a store (this means you have to 
skip grocery pick-up this week).

Word Count:
600- 750 words minimum
900 words maximum

https://brevitymag.com/craft-essays/perhapsing-the-use-of-speculation-in-creative-nonfiction/
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Make sure your story is in the shared Google Drive folder L4: Look Who’s Talking.
1) Please upload your document as a Google Doc. If you need help formatting your piece 
into a Google doc just email us at lindsay@legacymagazine.org.
2) Please set the permissions of your document to “comment” so that the other writers can 
engage with your work.
3) Once you have submitted your essay, you will read and comment on two writers’ essays.

LET THE WORDS work
Please note a part of our example today on dialogue was first shared with me when I took 
Sarah Freligh’s wonderful microfiction workshop, Less is More. You can learn more about 
Sarah and the courses she offers at Sarah Freleigh(.com). She gleaned it from Writing 
Fiction: A Guide to Narrative Craft by Janet Burroway. Correlating it to our reading of 
Vacation Pie is my own. Do you need to know this? Maybe, maybe not, but let this be a mini-
lesson in making sure we always cite our sources well and honor our fellow writers by giving 
credit where credit is due.

https://sarahfreligh.com/classes-and-workshops/

