 
The crowd muttered as the guard leaned over and inserted an ancient key into the lock and pulled one massive door open. 

A small, elegant woman pushed forward. “Better let me go first. There’s no telling why he locked us out.” 

The agitated crowd pressed around the guard, through the door and into the chapel as if sucked into a vacuum. People poured
 through the vestibule and down the aisle, pushing and pulling Lia toward the giant glowing Jesus floating above the altar. The momentum of the crowd petered out, allowing Lia to slide into the second pew from the front.
 At least we’ll have good seats.
A woman screamed, sending a collective gasp back through the crowd. 

“Geoff, Geoff! Oh, my God, Geoff!” 

Lia pushed through
 to find the small, elegant woman collapsed on the floor by the accompanist’s organ,
 one hand clutching a leg that extended from behind the instrument. Lia stepped by her
 to find a man on the floor
. He stared heavenward, eyes fixed and mouth agape in a macabre echo of the awestruck apostles looming in the stained glass window overhead. Blood matted his wavy gold hair and was drying 
on skin as white as an El Greco painting. 
No blood circulating. Taking his pulse would be pointless.
A four foot tall brass candlestick lay beside him, smeared with red on the base.

“Leander killed him! I saw them arguing!” 
The young man who said this was tall with a slender build, his pretty face wrenched in horror. “Constance, Constance,”
 he cried
, patting her shoulder
 as
 the woman sobbed and moaned.

The other students looked around, apparently seeking someone named Leander and not finding him.
 The crowd roiled in confusion.

Peter and Brent  forced their way through the mass of people
. Brent pushed beyond the scrum, past a harp and a standing bass to climb 
up on the dais. He held his badge high overhead. 
“Police, this is a crime scene. Please remain exactly where you are and stay calm.”

Lia stood aside 
while
 Peter crouched by the man and pressed his fingers against the man’s throat to confirm the obvious. She glanced up at Brent
, who was now on his phone. Calling for backup? Cynth held people away from the body
. Lia thought she should do something to help, but had no clue what. They’re like a well-oiled crisis machine and I’m just in the way.

She moved next to Peter. 

“Not now Lia,” he snapped out. 

She pushed back offended feelings. He was not angry, just focused.

“Peter, you need Hannah. She knows everybody.”

“Find her then. We need to get this scene under control.” He stood up and waved his arms, shouting. 
“Attention. I’m Detective Peter Dourson with the Cincinnati Police. I need everyone to move back to the vestibule. We need to get your names and move you out of here as quickly as possible, but it’s going to take time. Please be patient.” 

Peter spat out commands
. “Lia, point Hannah out to Cynth.
 Cynth, grab Hannah. Have her help you figure out who needs to stay and who can go, and take contact information on everyone. Brent, meet our backup and do what you can with the crowd. Lia, get pictures of as many people as you can, but don’t be obvious about it. And move these mother-loving idiots back. 

“Great,” Cynth said. “Contact info for a hundred people.”

“The chapel holds 200. It was sold out,” Lia said.

“Even better.”

“What did dispatch say?” Peter asked Brent.

“Heckle and Jeckle are on rotation. ETA 20 minutes, though if they’re hanging out at their favorite nude bar, it will be closer to 40. Backup in less than five minutes.”

“That’s just perfect.”

“We’ve got 40 minutes to solve this thing before they take over and screw it up.”

“Yeah, that’ll happen.” Peter turned and pointed at a blue haired woman 
edging down a pew so she could see behind the organ. “Ma’am, I need you to move back into the aisle, behind the third pew. It would be unfortunate if your fingerprints wound up as part of this investigation.”

“Constance needs me,” she whined
.

“We’ll take care of her,” Peter said. Lia knew by the grim set of his mouth that he was fighting to maintain his patience.
 “Right now I need you off my crime scene.” He knelt down beside the prostrate women and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Are you Constance? We need to move you away from the body. You, too,” He said to the pretty young man.

“Goddamn bastard,” she moaned. “Goddamn, goddamn, goddamn bastard.”

“There’s a family chamber on the side. Maybe they could go there?” Lia asked.

“I have to protect the scene. Dammit.” He rubbed his forehead. “Cynth, stand in the middle of the aisle. Don’t let anyone pass.” He turned back to Lia. “I can’t let you go into an unsecured area. Whoever did this could be hiding in there.”

Peter disappeared 
into the side chamber, gun drawn, and returned a few seconds later. “Get junior to help you move 
Constance in there, and wait. Don’t let them talk to each other.”

“What about the pictures?” 

“Forget the pictures, take care of the wits.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” she said.
�Scenes that involve more than two characters can be unforgiving in a way that those with only one or two are not. This is amplified when multiple characters are thrown into chaos. The more characters and the greater the chaos the less wiggle room for author error. In a scene like this it’s critical to slow down every step and analyze each movement beat by beat. To turn chaos into flow takes a very critical eye and a LOT of anchoring. ANCHORING is going to be the main focus of this piece.





Anchoring is making sure that your reader always has one foot on solid ground. Anchoring is the masseuse always keeping one hand on the client so that the client always knows where the masseuse is and is never jarred out of the relaxed state by an unexpected touch. Anchoring is tethering your reader to time and place.


�PASSIVE VOICE: This is an example of where choosing the right verb can make or break a moment. I can’t explain the proper grammar reasons, this is instinct, so forgive the blundering. But in terms of imagery, “poured through” is as though we’re seeing it from some detached point of view watching the action take place from above. Because we are supposed to be in Lia’s head, this sets the reader apart from the story = detachment. Change these two words to “shoved into” and the sentence moves into the immediate moment and we are there with Lia and no longer detached. 


�PASSIVE VOICE: Change “, allowing Lia to slide” to “. Lia slid” and we have immediacy and power.


�ANCHORING: This is a critical moment. It’s the announcement that things are not what they seem but without an anchor, it arrives almost blasé, just another “thing” in this sequence of events without the impact it needs to have. How the anchor is placed would depend on the author’s particular voice but the goal is to slow this down and set this apart so that the reader is fully aware of where and what and why. Since we are in Lia’s head, my own way of doing this would be to add what would otherwise be unnecessary words. Something like. “From the altar [or wherever] one voice rose above the others, a woman’s voice shrill and piercing, a woman’s voice climbing to a scream that sent a collective gasp rushing through the crowd.





In the resultant silence her cries filled the chapel. ‘Geoff, Geoff! Oh my God, Geoff!’”





Those extra words serve two purposes: to slow down the action so that each movement carries its own weight, and to anchor the reader to each beat. “From the altar” is an anchor. “In the resultant silence” is an anchor.


�ANCHORING &/or MISPLACED MOVEMENT: Lia’s prior movement was to slide into the second pew. Now she is “pushing through to find the small elegant woman.” But pushing through what? From where? Without an anchor to connect what happened before the scream to after, she’s a purpose without a body. We need an anchor: “Lia stood.” Then we need a beat to get us from here to there and need to know where there is. “She pushed through the crushing throng in the direction from which the scream had come.” Then we need another anchor. "She reached the dias [or wherever]." We need another anchor. "There," Then we need a clarifier as to who this small elegant woman is. That's because while the woman was only mentioned a few paragraphs earlier, we have no attachment to her and in the midst of this confusion it's critical that we are very clear. "the same small, elegant woman who'd pushed ahead through the chapel doors lay collapsed on the floor..."


�PASSIVE VOICE


�MISPLACED MOVEMENT: “stepped by her” can be understood in context, but it is vague and doesn’t truly place Lia’s movement and leaves her unanchored. A potential fix would be. “Lia pushed further forward.”


�PASSIVE VOICE: “until the man on the floor behind the organ came into view. He stared heavenward,”


�PASSIVE VOICE:


�ANCHORING: This is key to Lia’s thoughts that follow but without an anchor it gets lost within the sequence. Easiest solution is to tweak the order of events add a motion beat. 





“Blood matted wavy gold hair and congealed on skin as white as an El Greco painting. Lia 


�INFORMATION ORDER: Lia’s thoughts interrupt the information flow.  Solutions involve removing Lia’s inner dialogue, or moving this and reworking the information flow to make it fit. My personal fix would be to rewrite and also to tweak Lia's thoughts so that italics wouldn't be necessary to convey her thoughts since we are supposed to be in her head already. Something like, "Blood matted wavy gold hair, congealing on skin white as an El Greco painting, Taking his pulse would be pointless, he  had no blood circulating.





As an aside: I know nothing about El Greco paintings, but unless it is a pure white canvas with nothing else on it, there needs to be some identifier as to WHAT in an El Greco painting is white. "skin white as [insert detail] in an El Greco painting."


�ANCHORING + DISEMBODIED VOICE:


�ANCHORING: We have nothing to connect “Constance” to the “small elegant woman.” We need an anchor.  


�Personal preference: It might just be me, but a young man “crying” brings a sense of melodrama. This might be the intention, but showing it vs. telling with "cried" might be the better option.


�ANCHORING: This could be fixed by fixing the disembodied voice issue, but last we saw the small elegant woman, she was on the floor. We've just been told this young man is tall with a slender build. This implies that he is standing. But if constance is on the floor and he is standing, we have a body movement problem in terms of patting her shoulder.


�MULTIPLE MOVEMENTS: Using “as” as a joiner dulls the impact. This would be better served as separate movements.


�MISPLACED MOVEMENT: This beat belongs as close to possible after “Leander killed him!”  My fix would be to put it after introducing the person who made that declaration.


�MISPLACED MOVEMENT: If the crowd is going to be roiling we’ll want to see that much earlier than this far into the chaos. It fits better right after “Geoff, Geoff! Oh my God, Geoff!”


�ANCHORING: We need an anchor via Lia’s perspective, otherwise it feels like a POV jump even though it’s not.


�PASSIVE VOICE


�“stood aside” is vague in the sense it doesn’t actually show us what Lia is doing or why she’s doing it. Perhaps “Lia stepped aside to make room.”?


�MULTIPLE MOVEMENTS: This is the equivalent of using “as” as a joiner. This will be stronger as separate movements.


�ANCHORING: Where is Brent placed? Because if Lia stood aside and glanced up at Brent, then he’s a giant.


�Gives the image of a woman, arms out, literally holding back a throng.


�SHOW VS. TELL: one way I would fix would be something like, “Lia glanced from Brent, on his phone and probably calling for back up, to Cynth who stood arms out in the way of the crowd motioning people away from the altar. They were a well-oiled crisis machine and she was just in the way, wanting to help but clueless and useless.”


�Why? We need a thought anchor to precede the action for it to make sense.


�Again, why? It’s possible previous readers who are already familiar with the characters will understand that Peter knows what Lia wants and why he’s snapping at her, but there will be others like me who are left wondering.


�Why? We need a thought anchor to precede the action. This will anchor us firmly into Lia’s POV (amidst the chaos and the multiple characters) and also help us to understand (or clarify if we missed it earlier) how she knows what she knows.


�Gives the imagery of a madman flailing about by waving his arms and shouting. The fix is to use “shouting” as the dialogue tag. “He stood and waved his arms. “Attention,” he shouted.”” 


�Personal preference, I’d try to cut down the number of words here, just because it’s so much within the chaos. I’d try to go for firm orders in short sentences.


�ANCHORING: we need some kind of action beat to anchor Peter through Lia’s eyes before he starts spitting commands.


�MISPLACED MOVEMENT: He just told her to go find Hannah. Why is she still here standing around waiting for new orders?


�This should go at the beginning of the answer because a) it’s the most urgent part of the answer and b) it splits—like an interruption—the flow of conversation which is otherwise entirely about Heckle and Jeckle. 


�This whole segment is awesome as character interaction but problematic within the chaos of the moment. Peter has just spat out commands and they are all still here standing around talking. In segments like this where there are multiple characters interacting with It is also critical that in segments like this each person’s part stays together and then we move on to the next person. When we get a little Brent, then a little Cynth, then back to Brent, it adds chaos to the chaos. We’re going for beat by beat and CLARITY. To get this it means cutting and pasting the current material to restructure the order it’s in. Because the next paragraphs lead us into more than just a sentence of dialogue with Brent, everything to do with Brent should come last to anchor the next part.


�ANCHOR: We need some kind of anchor here so that we see what Lia sees before Peter makes his movement. This anchor would also follow the thought->action->speech rule


�Personal preference: I would try to cut down the words used to match the sense of urgency.


�Personal preference: “Whined” gives the impression of an ineffectual childlike whimpering person. This may be what you’re going for but in that case some form of action to show it would carry the weight further than telling it as a dialogue tag.


�Personal preference: This can work as is but will be stronger by showing the action of Peter’s expression turning grim, and following through with thought->action->speech pattern.


�ANCHORING + thought->action->speech.  Without an anchor the thoughts and actions all blend together and diminish the impact of each. The easiest way to fix them is to anchor by setting the pieces in place first, and then move to the action and dialogue. Something like. “He knelt between the prostrate woman and the pretty young man who’d continued to hover. “Are you Constance? We need to move you away from the body.” He nodded toward the young man. “You too,” he said.”


�ANCHORING: In a scene where there are multiple characters with dialogue, the easiest way to anchor a change of speaker is to put the dialogue tag first. “Lia said, “There’s a family chamber…””


�FLOW: 


�ANCHOR: We need to have an action to anchor between the previous paragraph and what Peter does next.





“Disappear” doesn’t work for the action.


�ANCHORING: we need another anchor to precede this dialogue


�ATTRIBUTIOIN: We need to know who said this.





