
Debra H. Goldstein – DHG@DebraHGoldstein.com 1 

 

 

CONFLICT MASTER CLASS HANDOUT 
by Debra H. Goldstein – Mystery in the Midlands 

 

Types of Conflict: 
 External Conflict – a struggle with a force outside one’s self 

 Internal Conflict – a struggle within one’s self 

 

Kinds of Conflict: 
1. Man vs. Man 

2. Man vs. Circumstances (classical) (the struggle against fate or life occurrences) 

3. Man vs. Society (social) (a conflict with the ideas, practices or customs of other people; 

and, 

4. Man vs. Himself (psychological) (going against our ideas of right or wrong or our own 

physical limitations). 

 

Conflict and Elements of Writing: 
 

Conflict and Character: 

Anders couldn’t get to the bank until just before it closed, so of course the line was endless and 

he got stuck behind two women whose loud, stupid conversation put him in a murderous temper. 

He was never in the best of tempers anyway, Anders – a book critic known for the weary, elegant 

savagery with which he dispatched almost everything he reviewed. … ...“Bullet in the Brain” – 

Tobias Wolff 

 

The priest is arriving on the train. He is not really a priest, because he is only twenty-five and is 

still a seminarian, but he wears a Roman collar, and everyone thinks he is a priest, and he thinks 

of himself as a priest. It is six years since he has visited his parents in their home. They have 

visited him at the seminary, of course, but this is his first visit to them, and he is very anxious 

about it.  … …. “Departures” - John L’Heureux 

 

After dinner, with its eight courses and endless conversations, Olga Mihailovna, whose 

husband’s birthday was being celebrated, went out into the garden. The obligation to smile and 

talk continuously, the stupidity of the servants, the clatter of dishes, the long intervals between 

courses, and the corset she had put on to conceal her pregnancy from her guests, had wearied 

her to the point of exhaustion. …. … “The Birthday Party” – Anton Chekhov 

 

It was the fifth month of her sobriety. It was after the hospital. It was after her divorce. It was 

autumn. She had even stopped smoking. She was wearing pink aerobic pants, a pink T-shirt with 

KAUAI written in lilac across the chest, and tennis shoes. She had just come from the gym. She 

was walking across the parking lot bordering a city park in West Hollywood. She was carrying 

cookies for the AA meeting … “Tall Tales from the Mekong Delta” – Kate Braverman 

 

Conflict and Plot: 

“Tenth of December” – Best American Short Stories 2012 
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Conflict and Layering or the Surreal in Openings: 

The first thing he finds is a hand. ….. “Mourning Door” – Elizabeth Graver 

 

The Body Emporium opened down the street a few months back, and I tell you, it’s killing mom-

and-pop bulletproof vest rental shops like ours. ….”Trauma Plate” – Adam Johnson 

 

There are cavemen in the hedges again … .. The Cavemen in the Hedges - Stacey Richter 

 

Opening line of Should Have Played Poker by Debra H. Goldstein --  First time I thought of 

killing him, we were eating chicken sandwiches….at the place with the rubber chicken anchored 

to its roof……. 

 

Introspection vs. Action: 

 

Bathtub Stories:  

 

The Fixer – Bernard Malmud          Malone Dies – Samuel Beck 

 

The flames flicker until a harsh wisp of wind extinguishes them. He stirs the ashes with a 

stick hoping to bring an ember back to life before the last heat in the igloo dissipates. Realizing 

the fire is truly out, he clutches the fur of his coat close to him, wraps his arms around his knees 

and rocks back and forth. Had he gone with her before the snows came, there might have been a 

question about the level of warmth, but never about the existence of heat. 

He glances at the doorway. Snow and ice block it almost to the top of the opening. He 

would bang at it with his stick, but it is frozen solid. Although the walls aren’t moving and he 

makes no effort to open his arms to touch them, they close in on him. 

Daylight fades and his eyes strain and then adjust. For a moment, he remembers playing 

a game in the dark created by his older brother. Eventually, his brother would tire of either the 

game or him. Until that happened, he refused to whine. 

He doesn’t whine now. He can’t. He didn’t go with her.  

…He Didn’t Go With Her – Birmingham Arts Journal – Debra H. Goldstein 

 

Hot Topic, Cool Prose: 

 

In the pond he was all animal-thought, no words, no self, blind panic. He resolved to 

really try. He grabbed for the edge. The edge broke away. Down he went. He hit mud and pushed 

up. He grabbed for the edge. The edge broke away. Down he went. It seemed like it should be 

easy, getting out. But he just couldn’t do it. It was like at the carnival. It should be easy to knock 

three sawdust dogs off a ledge. And it was easy. It just wasn’t easy with the number of balls they 

gave you. 

He wanted the shore. He knew that was the right place for him. But the pond kept saying 

no. 

Then it said maybe. 

The ice edge broke again, but breaking it, he pulled himself infinitesimally toward shore, 

so that, when he went down, his feet found mud sooner. Suddenly there was hope. He went nuts. 
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He went total spaz. Then he was out, water streaming off of him, a piece of ice like a tiny piece of 

glass in the cuff of his coat sleeve. …. Tenth of December” – George Saunders 

 

Conflict and Dialogue: Hills Like White Elephants - Ernest Hemingway 

 

Conflict and Form: Officer’s Weep – Daniel Orozco 

 

 

Examples: 

 
Anything by Louise Penny 

 

Elaine Viets – Fire and Ashes (read the entire first chapter at 

elaineviets.com/index.php?id=fire-and-ashes-chapter-1) 

 

Five fire engines, two ladder trucks, a portable light truck, a battalion chief’s van, and what 

looked like every cop car in Chouteau County were fighting this fire. Death investigator Angela 

Richman knew it was already too late—she was summoned only for death. Tonight, someone 

had died in that blazing building, choked by the smoke and seared by those flames. Angela 

oversaw the bodies at Chouteau County crime scenes or unattended deaths. The death 

investigator reported to the county medical examiner. 

Who was it? Angela didn’t know yet.  

…Angela prayed there was only one victim. She’d expected this death. This was the third major 

fire in the county in two weeks. Fear smoldered beneath the comfortable surface of Chouteau 

Forest, Missouri, the biggest town in the county. ….. 

Angela, still recovering from six strokes, brain surgery, and a coma at the fairly young age of 

forty-one, leaned on her cane behind the yellow caution-tape barrier while she tried to spot the 

best route through the shifting, smoking chaos. She’d trundled her death investigator kit—a 

black rolling suitcase—across the water-soaked street. Her plain black pantsuit kept her warm in 

the chilly May night, and her flat, black lace-up shoes helped her navigate the treacherous 

ground…… 

 

Lori Rader-Day – The Day I Died   The Black Hour 

 

Lee Child 
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