
LESSON TWO
Show, Don’t 
tell

"Don’t tell me the moon is 
shining; show me the glint of 

light on broken glass.”
 - Anton Chekhov

The Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about issues, 
attitudes, and trends shaping the world composed a study in 2021 that found “there are 
around 19 million U.S. veterans as of this year, according to data from the Department of 
Veterans Affairs, representing less than 10% of the total U.S. adult population.” 

We are 10%.

It seems strange, doesn’t it? It seems like such a small number given the large life we have 
had. What does it mean to be part of that 10%? We can rattle off our military stats; for 
instance, the following describes our family:

Spouse in service for 17 years thus far. USMC. Married to each other for 13. 
5 deployments, coming up on our 7th PCS, 2 kids, I’ve had 7 different jobs...and a partridge 
in a pear tree.

These stats are a tiny piece of the larger pie. They don’t mention the layers and flavors 
of the places we have been, the struggles we have endured, or the victories we have 
celebrated. Our stats are different from yours. This means everyone has a unique 
perspective and story to share. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/04/05/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-population/#:~:text=There%20are%20around%2019%20million,the%20total%20U.S.%20adult%20population
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One of the most valuable tools we have as writers that have lived parts of military life is that 
we have a lot to tell. We have experiences that only 10% of the population has! But that also 
means we have to do the work of offering our stories through show, not tell. 

What does it mean to show, not tell? This article Show, Don’t Tell: What You Need to Know 
by Jerry Jenkins breaks it down:

“When you tell rather than show, you simply inform your reader of information rather than 
allowing him to deduce anything. You’re supplying information by simply stating it. You 
might report that a character is “tall,” or “angry,” or “cold,” or “tired.” That’s telling.

Showing would paint a picture the reader could see in her mind’s eye.

Rather than telling that your character is angry, show it by describing his face flushing, his 
throat tightening, his voice rising, his slamming a fist on the table. When you show, you don’t 
have to tell.

Cold? Don’t tell me; show me. Your character pulls her collar up, tightens her scarf, shoves her 
hands deep into her pockets, turns her face away from the biting wind.

When you show rather than tell, you make the reader part of the experience. Rather 
than having everything simply imparted to him, he sees it in his mind and comes to the 
conclusions you want. What could be better than engaging your reader—giving him an 
active role in the storytelling—or should I say the story-showing?”

Story sharing invites a reader past the front door and into our house. 
How do we depict military life for our readers? How do we help the 90% get a glimpse of 
this life? What do we want them to know? I explored this in the following piece.

https://jerryjenkins.com/show-dont-tell/


LESSON TWO
Show, Don’t 
tell

Read the following excerpts from The Question, The Answer written 
by Lindsay Swoboda and published in The Line Literary Review.

As you read, notice how the dialogue, setting, and character 
actions show a military life. 

Notice when it tells.

ExcErpt 1
“Would you rather be pregnant alone or have the baby alone?” Ryan asks. I dig my pale 
white toes next to his in the sand. The Hawaiian trade winds are fierce today, whipping the 
waves into an unwelcoming froth. He reaches for the coffee tumbler we’re sharing, and I 
place it in his hand. He sips, then passes it back.

My fingertips graze his, but we keep our eyes focused on the ocean. Maybe it has the 
answers we seek. 

 I shift my feet over his and lean my body into his side. I look at his clean, shaven face, his 
tight haircut, and his strong arms. This is not a normal question you ask your wife. My eyes 
beg for him to meet mine, but he keeps them on the waves, his jaw set. 

Reveille blasts from a nearby speaker. The base owns this portion of the beach; the military 
touches us, even here. The bugle slices through the air, and ready or not, the day has begun. 
My husband digs our cup into the sand, rises, and turns to salute the flag. Even in his civilian 
clothing, he stands rigid like he is in a formation with thousands of other U.S. Marines. There 
is no respite from duty.

https://www.thelineliterary.org/lindsay-swoboda
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 I dust my shorts off and stand next to him, although I push into one hip, slouch a little, and 
shade my eyes. When it ends, the spell of us on the beach alone together is broken. I can see 
his mind sorting out what orders he needs to carry out today. He snatches the cup from the 
sand and starts to head back up to the car. 

I catch his hand. He grabs mine, pulling me along. I pull him back, stopping him. 

 “I’d rather be pregnant alone.”

ExcErpt 2
The deployment stretches as I do. At 36 weeks into growing a human, he is home. He strides 
out of the airport terminal with day-old scruff and a blue t-shirt. Not all homecomings are 
glamorous with handmade signs, photographers, and fanfare; sometimes it’s just a grey 
baggage claim and a lot of suppressed adrenaline. The purple dress I’m in is light but I’m 
still sweaty. The curl in my hair is already flat from humidity. He gathers me in his arms the 
best he can, but the belly bumps into him from every angle. 

 “Wow,” is all he can manage. When he left, I looked like me. Now we don’t have many days 
left as just the two of us. 

In the dark of our bedroom that night I can hear his silent breathing. He lays flat on his 
back, his ankles and arms crossed. I know he’ll be like this for a month or two—we call it 
the “surfboard-pose” and it usually happens for a while after deployment. His whole body 
is contained in one long line. It comes from him having to sleep whenever and wherever he 
can. I stroke his rough cheek. I know that we are both different from our time apart.

I turn and curl my legs around my body pillow and feel her. I grin. My daughter and I lay 
together every night in this empty bed while he was gone. She grew out into his hollow 
space beside me. When she started kicking I was not so alone in the dark. He rustles in the 
bed next to us. I place my hand on her and whisper in the night, “Daddy’s home.”
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ExcErpt 3
I hear the screen door open downstairs as I am folding freshly washed onesies. “I’m up 

here!” I call down. My belly grazes the drawers in front of me as I work to arrange the pile of 
tiny clothing inside the dresser. It has been a month since Ryan has been home and I’m due 
any day. I hear his feet on the stairs, and soon he is kissing the back of my neck. I lean into 
him. 

 “Hey,” he says, and I feel it in one word.

 “What?” I say. My hands pull in another onesie to fold. This one has a pale pink tutu 
attached. He grips my shoulders and turns me toward him. 

 “We’re heading out again in three—” 

 “In three what?” My heart begins to pound. I look up at his eyes and in them, I see sadness.

“Three months,” he says. 

“For how long?” I ask. 

“Six, maybe seven months again,” he says. 

I shrug his hands off my shoulders and turn away. I look down and find the pink tulle is 
damp in my hand. The delicate fabric is crumpled. I toss it to the top of the dresser. 

“I’m going for a walk,” I say.  

“Do you want company?” He asks.  
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I walk the streets of our neighborhood and feel nothing and everything. My thoughts counter 
each other. Why did you get your hopes up? Of course, he’s leaving again. The Marine Corps 
doesn’t care what you’ve got going on. This is how it is. At least he’ll be here for the birth. 
What am I going to do? You will figure it out. 

I think of every holiday in the coming year. All of Madelyn’s firsts. I close my eyes and I 
imagine our family. I picture Madelyn in my mind, in the pink tutu onesie, and me holding her. 
I move Ryan out of the frame. I push him to the edge of the photo and then, I push him off it 
completely. 

ExcErpt 4
Madelyn nuzzles her fuzzy head under my chin. At three months old she has retained 

soft brown wisps of hair that stick up like a miniature rooster. We will send daddy away 

tomorrow. Tonight we watch him pack his bags. Each one is stuffed with gear. More items 
wait to go in and are spewed across the floor. Goodbye vomit in shades of camo. 

 I step across a stack of green t-shirts and boot socks and cradle Madelyn. Ryan’s arm 
stretches and stuffs items into a backpack. His brow furrows as he examines two pairs of 
boots. He picks both. We stay up too late, getting everything together. When the time to 
sleep comes, I lay in exhausted alertness. I don’t want to miss a moment of him. I reach for 
his hand while he sleeps. 

 Pregnant alone or baby alone? Now I get to do both.
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Assignment
This week we will work to show a story specific to our military life experience. 

Stretch yourself to write for an audience that has never been affiliated with the military. 

What do you want them to know? How can you help them understand? 
Why do you want them to understand? 

Word Count:
800 words minimum
1200 words maximum  

Make sure your story is in the shared Google Drive folder L2: Show, Don’t Tell
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


