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How to read like a writer by crime author Ryan Gattis 
 
(Note: all examples are from The Lady in the Lake by Raymond Chandler). 
 
The most important step toward becoming a writer is reading—not reading a great quantity 
of material, but reading deeply (ideally work that genuinely inspires you, regardless of 
genre), with an eye for the techniques and authorial choices that make a story exemplary. 
 
You must read actively, with a pen, and take notes on the text as you are reading. When you 
find something noteworthy you must immediately write it down so that you do not forget 
your initial reaction.  
 
But what exactly should you be on the lookout for? Where do you even begin?  
 
Below is a list of key elements that make up a text and a suggested notation in brackets that 
you can use to note down when you spot them in a text. 
 

1. Atmosphere (Atmos.) 
 
Atmosphere in fiction relates to those sections of a piece that are specifically dedicated to 
what it feels like to be in a given setting. These details are primarily sensory, and give the 
reader a sense of how a place smells, feels, sounds, or tastes. Setting and atmosphere often 
work in tandem to evoke the most complete world possible. 
 
Example: “San Bernadino baked and shimmered in the afternoon heat. The air was hot 
enough to blister my tongue.” 
“The draft smelled of hot iron.”  
 
Note: the most important questions to ask yourself when reading carefully are—why is the 
author choosing to do this? And, to what purpose?  
 

2. Character (Char.) 
 
A character is a person represented in fiction, but this is specifically referring to how a 
character is described, and also the things a certain character says or does (or even refrains 
from doing) that allow us to form a clear picture of the role they have to play in the story.  
 
Example: “I sat with my drink untouched in my hand. I like to drink, but not when people are 
using me for a diary.” 
“He had large ears and friendly eyes and his jaws munched slowly and he looked as 
dangerous as a squirrel and much less nervous.” 
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3. Detail (Det.)  
 
If statements are the hypotheses in any work of fiction, then details are certainly the proof 
that makes them feel either true, or untrue, to a reader. It isn’t enough for a work of fiction 
to trot out statement after statement and rely on the reader to regard them as true. The 
writer must, at some point, show these statements to be true; in short, he or she must 
support these statements with details.  
 
Example: “He looked at me with steady blue eyes and I looked at him. In spite of his 
weathered appearance he looked like a drinker (Factual Statement). (Prove it:) He had the 
thickened and glossy skin, the too noticeable veins, the bright glitter in the eyes.” 
 

4. Dialogue (Dia.) 
 
Characters can reveal as much about their backgrounds, education, and their personal 
viewpoint through dialogue as by any other means. It is never merely words: dialogue is a 
tool that humans use to get what they want.  
 
What does the below example indicate about its speaker? 
 
Example: “County don’t allow me no money for emergency liquor, so I just have to seize a 
little here and there.  Don’t use it myself.  Never could understand folks letting theirselves 
get gummed up with it.”  
 

5. Plot (Pl.)  
 
This notation is reserved for the main details of cause and effect that seem most relevant to 
the story of the piece, how it will proceed, and where it will end up. 
 
Example: “‘One, that she will be murdered by some unknown party who fixed things up to 
implicate Bill when and if the murder was discovered. Two, that Muriel did actually commit 
suicide, but fixed things so that he would be blamed. A revenge suicide.’” 
 
Note: one of the reasons why I chose a crime book as an example is because—with its 
twists, turns, and red herrings (a clue intended to mislead the reader)—it most easily 
illustrates this point of plot because it has a mystery at its heart. Obviously, not all literary 
fiction offers such straightforward uses, that’s why it is up to you to be on your toes as a 
reader.  
 
Read into details. Try to figure out which might be foreshadowing plot action or character 
development, e.g. a character is shown to be a distracted driver (flicking with radio, staring 
at pedestrians and not the road) early on in a story; later, a crash occurs. When you can 
anticipate these story shifts, you’re that much closer to writing your own. 
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6. Setting (Set.)  
 
Setting comprises the surroundings where a scene takes place—how it looks. Always be on 
the lookout for how an author uses prepositions (a word usually placed before a noun to 
express the relation to another word, e.g. the man on the platform). It is a necessary and 
useful ordering device that helps the reader form the best mental picture of a setting by 
having some sense of where these chunks of setting are in relation to one another.  
 
Example: “The door was narrow, grilled and topped with a lancet arch. Below the grill there 
was an iron knocker.”  
“A spittoon big enough to coil a hose in was leaning against the man’s right leg”  
 
Note: when considering setting in your work, make sure that what you describe is used at 
some point in the piece—so, if you describe a spittoon in one paragraph, it is a good rule to 
keep in mind that someone must spit in it or knock it over later. It needs to be there for a 
reason.  
 

7. Syntax (Syn.) 
 
While reading any piece, you must pay attention to how it is arranged. The most useful way 
to see how fiction is formatted is to read with an eye for it. How does the author use 
commas, semi-colons (;), em-dashes (—)? How does he or she format dialogue?  
 

8. Word Choice (WC) 
 
Nothing is more important in fiction than the specific words the author chooses to convey 
the tale. Words can foreshadow, characterize, or even terrorize, and nearly always, it can 
lead the reader to another layer of interpretation and deepen the piece. 
 

9. Questioning   
 
Lastly, and perhaps most crucially, always note your questions as you go through a text. This 
will show you how the story has been laid out to prompt questions from you, and then 
answer them later, whether through plot or character or some other means.  
 

10. Remember: take what you can use, and leave the rest. 
 


