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Fiction writers often struggle to improve their craft. They want to write better, more effectively. Tell a stronger, more evocative story. But oftentimes what a writer envisions in her mind doesn’t come across on the page.

The biggest challenge can come from the inability to see what isn’t working. The prose feels off. The scene just isn’t gelling. The dialogue sounds stilted or clunky. Writers consult their stack of reference books or jump online and search for answers on blog posts. They may even travel long distances to attend workshops and conferences to get to the heart of their problems.

But even then, the solutions are often elusive. 

What writers need are not more books and instructors telling them what to do and how to do it. They need examples. And not just examples of great fiction writing. They need examples of weak, flawed writing too. 

What helps writers most is to read passages that demonstrate flawed writing, then be shown revisions that target specific flaws and offer clear, effective solutions to those problems.

12 Fatal Flaws

When working on a manuscript, editors mark up and revise sections to show writing clients what’s not working, why, and how these passages might be rewritten. We believe this is the best way to help writers identify their specific weaknesses, as well as learn how to get mastery over them. 

Not every writer can afford to hire an editor to point out a manuscript’s flaws. And wouldn’t it be better for writers to arm themselves with the knowledge and skills needed to avoid succumbing to these writing flaws in the first place? We think so.

That’s why we five editors put together a year-long course online—on the Live Write Thrive blog—specifically aimed at tackling the most problematic issues we see day in and day out as we edit and critique manuscripts. While there are undoubtedly more than twelve “fatal flaws” of fiction writing, we set out to examine in depth the most troublesome and ubiquitous of these.

We refer to these issues as fatal flaws because of their potential to cause “novel failure.” Any one of these twelve flaws, if prevalent in a novel or other work of fiction, can be a writer’s undoing. And because there is no one way to fix each flaw, we’ve created multiple examples to expose each one, using passages written in a variety of genres, points of view, and writing styles. We feel this wide assortment of more than sixty examples provides just the help writers need.

In addition to being editors, we are all novelists—who struggle with these fiction flaws like any other author. We hope that by sharing our decades of experience as writers as well as book editors, we might help you seek and destroy the fatal flaws in your writing.

How to Best Benefit from This Book

As you read each entry, try to identify what’s wrong in the Before passage. Consider jotting down your observations in a notebook, paying special attention to the sections that apply most to your own writing issues. If you have a print copy, you may want to mark up these sections. 

Pay attention to how the fatal flaw is presented and what solutions are offered to fix it. At the end of each chapter you’ll find a checklist of the points covered—what you need to search for in your scenes or stories to ferret out the fatal flaw. You’ll also get a bonus passage to work on, to help you test what you’ve learned (with a sample “correct” passage provided on the next page). We suggest you copy and print out these passages and work on them before peeking at the sample solution on the following page.

Every writer has a unique style and approach to fiction writing, so we hope that by reviewing a wide spectrum of examples, you will be able to spot potential weaknesses in your writing and fix them. 

So as we tackle the twelve fatal flaws of fiction writing, jump in and take them on with us. If you’re still having problems with specific flaws, consider hiring an editor with fiction-writing experience to help you home in on your weak areas and give you the skills to self-edit your work effectively. There’s no reason any writer should have to experience novel failure. 

So let’s start tackling.
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Fatal Flaw #1: Overwriting
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Repetition. Redundancy. Useless words. 

All fiction writers fall into the trap of overwriting. We’re lured by the desire to be clear and thorough in our descriptions. To make sure the reader gets what we’re trying to say. We think if we pack our sentences full of words, we’ll get the point across. We’ll convey the right emotion and, in turn, evoke the emotional response we long for in our readers.

But however logical that seems, the odd truth is that, more often than not, less is more. Plot and character motivation can come across more strongly and effectively with fewer words. Carefully chosen words. Just the right words put down just the right way.

We tend to underestimate our readers’ ability to fill in blanks. We tend to get too close to what we are writing to see it clearly. We tend to doubt our own writing ability—and so we overwrite.

Gushing Is Fine . . . in a First Draft

Some writers find it helpful to gush onto the page in a first draft and worry about the cleanup later. Go ahead and do that. It’s a good way to keep the creative juices flowing and get the story out in some form. But too often writers get attached to what they’ve written. The sentences harden into concrete seconds after they appear on the page or computer screen. It takes courage and stalwart determination to be a brutal self-editor and hack away at those sentences. 

While some writers “underwrite” (a flaw we’ll cover later in this book), most writers fall victim to overwriting. Overwriting is probably the most common flaw of fiction writing, and its tentacles reach into every aspect of a writer’s story: narrative, dialogue, action, and internalizing. Like a contagion, it infects our scenes so they die a slow (or quick) death. 

But good news! There is an antidote. The formula is one part determination, two parts knowledge, three parts diligence, and four parts mercilessness. Once you learn to detach emotionally from the words you write, the battle is half won.

Every word counts in your story. Every word has weight. It’s heartbreaking to launch your story into a sea of readers and watching it sink before it clears the harbor. So before you break that bottle of champagne over the bow, learn to identify the symptoms of overwriting. Then, with cutlass in hand, hack away. The examples in this chapter will show you how.






Editor: Rachel Starr Thomson
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The Forest for the Trees
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When you put pen to paper, it’s fully possible to underwrite. To fail to say what you meant to say. But just as possible, and more common, is overwriting—the tendency to say too much, in too many words, and crowd out the forest for the trees.

Overwriting takes many forms. Wordiness. Vagueness. Redundancy. Convolution. Pushing metaphors so far beyond the breaking point that they cease to be enlightening and become ridiculous instead. 

In all forms, overwriting loses the forest for the trees. Readers get so snarled up in excessive words, tangled sentences, and overdone diction that the big picture is lost.

It’s not fun to read. And often, it’s not fun to write. 

If your words feel forced or unnatural while you’re writing them, you might be falling into this trap. It often happens when we try to “sound like real writers,” or want to come across as particularly smart or poetic. In those cases we lose our own voices for something artificial.

Finding the Forest

You correct overwriting by letting go of your commitment to every individual tree, leaf, and branch and rediscovering the forest instead. Where’s the heart of the scene? The point of the dialogue? The voice of the character? 

Some say Michelangelo carved his famous David sculpture by chipping away everything that didn’t look like David. That’s how you cure overwriting.

See if you can catch the overwriting in this passage. What would you chip away?

Before:


As the sun was sinking down far below the edge of the purple, colorful horizon at the edge of the world, Jenny raised her wineglass to her ruby red lips and sighed sadly at seeing the day end. “It’s over,” she breathed.

Behind her, her impossibly handsome Italian boyfriend, Calvino, pushed his chair away from the table where they had been eating dinner like a panther slinking through the shadows of a dark night in Africa. She was just thinking he had been sitting there too long and wondered when he would come to join her by the edge of the expansive gold-rimmed balcony with its fluted decorations patterned after a famous architect from 1743.

He started to come toward her, and she waited for a long, interminable minute, staring at the purple sunset clouds, until he walked across the balcony, approached her shoulder, and bent down slightly so he could whisper in her ear. “It’s never really over,” he murmured.



Did this passage make you gag? It should have. Let’s take a look at the revision.

After:


As the sun sank below the purple horizon, Jenny raised her wineglass to her lips and sighed at seeing the day end. “It’s over.”

Behind her, Calvino pushed his chair away from the dinner table. It’s about time, she thought. She glimpsed his dark Italian features from the corner of her eye as he approached her on the gold-rimmed balcony.

“It’s never really over,” he whispered in her ear.



In this example, the edited version is far shorter—and more focused. 

It cuts redundant language, so “As the sun was sinking down far below the edge of the purple, colorful horizon at the edge of the world” becomes “As the sun sank below the purple horizon.” 

It cuts a lot of the small in-between actions that can clutter prose: “She was thinking and wondering”; “he started to come toward her”; “he walked, approached, and bent down.”

The rewritten version also implies the relationship between the two characters through their actions and words rather than explaining it outright. It cuts details that are irrelevant to the scene (the eighteenth-century architect) and a simile that, in the end, added nothing to the character or the moment.

By cutting all these examples of wordiness, we end up with a sharper scene—one that is focused on the forest. On the tension between the characters. On the lament over the end of the day and the promise of something more to come. Many a tree is gone, but the view is clearer.

Extrapolate that first example over the course of an entire scene, or an entire chapter, and you can see why overwriting can be such a problem—and why learning to cut back, to focus on the scene you actually want your readers to see, can go a long way toward creating a sharper, more vivid, and memorable story.

Editor: Linda S. Clare
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The Devil’s in the Details
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The world is full of details—and good writers notice them perpetually. Yet when you introduce your created world to readers, it’s easy to get carried away. Overwriting, or including too many details, can derail your scenes and lose readers. As Rachel said in the opening section, writers need to learn how to hack away the unnecessary to create a sharp, vivid story. Yes, stories need details, but which ones should a writer include in her scenes? How do you decide?

You Are the Manager

As a fiction writer, you are a manager. You hold the power to guide your readers, managing their attention and memory. By stressing a certain detail or event, you are sending the message “Pay attention to this. Remember this.” 

If you attempt to write a scene that includes a blow-by-blow account of what is happening, it may mirror real life, but readers will not know which details matter to the story and which are incidental. If you overload readers with stimuli, they won’t know what to pay attention to and what to ignore. To use Rachel’s metaphor, pointing out every leaf will steal the view of the forest. If you understand this, it’s easier to remind yourself to write only what the readers need to know, with a few “extra sprinkles” of concrete sensory detail to help make the scene believable.

Write the Right Details

Details are vital to believability. If you only paint your scene in general or vague words, readers are less likely to remain engaged.

So how do you know what to include and what to leave out? Think of your story as a road that runs through a city. There are lots of other roads, but only this road leads readers to their destination: the story outcome. Along the way readers might smell the air or see the trees whizzing past, but they keep their eyes on the road. 

The extra details you provide should add to the experience of the story in a sensory-emotional way. They also need to be connected to what your main character is after, whether it’s a new love, a killer, or a pot of gold. All other details are of little importance to the story and usually can be safely eliminated.

Leave Out the Boring Stuff

Elmore Leonard famously said, “I try to leave out the parts readers skip.” Many times these “boring” bits fall into the categories of stage directions. Stage directions that mimic real life can be insufferable for readers.

For instance, let’s say you write a scene about a meeting your character must attend. In real life these meetings are often long and boring and filled with missteps. There’s a computer glitch, or someone is late. People drone on and on. 

You get the idea. The key to writing a scene showing a boring or otherwise mundane situation is to give the reader the feeling of boring or repetitive without actually making readers suffer through the actual boring thing. 

The Rule of Three

Something I call the Rule of Three can be helpful in deciding how much detail to include. In general, give readers three details of something important that you need them to remember. These should be concrete and sensory—meaning they are connected in some way with the five senses and/or are very specific (e.g., a cherry-red Camaro instead of a red car). You can also use the Rule of Three to give the illusion of a boring or unimportant action or dialogue.

For instance, if your scene is about a child whining in the grocery store, you can give the illusion of this with just three lines or exchanges of dialogue: 

“Mommy, can I have that Sugary Cereal?” 

“No, you can have plain Cheerios.” 

“But all the kids get Sugary Cereal!” 

“No, not all kids get it. Besides, you’re not all kids.” 

“Whhhhyyyy can’t I have it, Mommy? Pleeeaaassse?” 

“I said no and that’s that.”

We understand that these types of exchanges typically go on and on. But to force your readers to endure the real-life version is cruel and will drive them away. The above example is plenty for readers to get the idea.

See if you can spot the overwriting in the following passage.

Before:


Tiffany decided to encourage the design team to continue to keep up their good job. They had been working hard and accomplished a lot. That was part of her job—encouraging her team.

“Now, team,” she told them at the meeting that had just started at three o’clock in the afternoon in the large corner office of their building, “we have just come up with a lot of exciting ideas for you to work on. I know you are already working hard and staying late, and I’m not looking to add to your workload. Therefore, I’ve asked Bill from Merchandising to join us to share something we’ve been working on. We’ve developed a new strategy for our product offering that will be better for our business and make better use of the talent on this team. I know you are all very talented, and I want to encourage you. But we aren’t using everyone’s talents to the full or in the best way.”

Bill came in and said hi to everyone. Then he plugged in his laptop and a PowerPoint presentation came up on the screen. He pressed buttons and skipped through some of the slides until he came to the ones he wanted to show everyone.

“Here are some key facts that Tiffany and I wanted to share with you.” A chart showed that the number of styles from Women’s Apparel had increased on average 15 percent season to season. Another graph showed their best-selling products had the highest out-of-stocks. The last graph showed that margins had been on a straight-line decline for the past few years. 

Tiffany thought Bill’s presentation was well done. He really focused on the things that her team needed to pay attention to, such as which styles had increased in sales and which were their best-selling items.

Tiffany said, “This analysis shows we’re making a lot more stuff every year. But, we’re not making enough of the best stuff to satisfy demand. And despite all our hard work, we aren’t making money. The big conclusion? More stuff doesn’t mean better business. We need to make fewer, better things that sell. And that means a more manageable workload for you.”

Heads nodded all around.




Was that as painful for you to read as it was for me to write?

Compare it with this much more focused and tight version.

After:


Tiffany encouraged her design team to keep up their good job. They’d been working hard and accomplished a lot.

“Now, team,” she told them at the three o’clock meeting, “we’ve just come up with a lot of exciting ideas. You’re already working hard and staying late, and I’m not looking to add to your workload. I’ve asked Bill from Merchandising to share. We’ve developed a new strategy that will be better for everyone and utilize your talents more effectively.

Bill greeted the group and brought up his presentation on the screen. “Here are some key facts.” He pointed to a series of graphs. Women’s Apparel styles had an average 15 percent increase, best-selling products had the highest out-of-stock rate, and margins had been on a straight-line decline for the past few years. 

Tiffany nodded and smiled at Bill. His presentation really focused on the things that her team needed to pay attention to.

She said, “We’re making a lot more stuff every year, but we’re not making enough of the best stuff to satisfy demand. And despite all our hard work, we aren’t making money. We need to make fewer, better things that sell. And that means a more manageable workload for you.”

Heads nodded all around.




The first thing you may notice is that the second version is far less wordy. Once we know what the scene is about, it’s not necessary to keep repeating words such as analysis, encouragement, or products. The people in the scene get it, and so do we. 

And what about those boring missteps as Bill fumbles with his computer? Those details might make for a comedy scene, but if they’re not central to the story, why torture readers? You might be able to use a bit of this if you put it into Tiffany’s head: That Bill! Why can’t he get his act together? But in this example, the writer was only being faithful to nonessential details.

When you write scenes, do you worry that readers will not see the exact thing you imagine? If so, you may want to loosen your hold on the reins. As long as the story moves and is dramatizing the action, you can safely allow readers to imagine these details any way they wish.

Editor: Christy Distler
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Repetition, Redundancy, and Overused Punctuation—Oh My!
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The first time I heard the phrase “write tight” was in high school English class. Our teacher returned our short stories and called me to her desk when class ended. “I love your story line,” she said. “But you need to write tighter. I want you to go back through your story and cut out anything that’s repetitive or not necessary. Don’t use an entire paragraph to say what you can say with a sentence or two. And lay off the dashes.”

I no longer have that short story, nor do I remember the entire story line, but I haven’t forgotten the writing style I’d used. Three of its problems were repetition, redundancy, and overused punctuation. Just what are these three writing faux pas?

Repetition is “the act of saying or doing something again.” When applied to language, it becomes redundancy, or “the act of using a word, phrase, etc., that repeats something else and is therefore unnecessary.” In fiction, this takes several forms. 

	Repeating a certain word or phrase—just, very, he turned, she went

	Repeating a word structure—looked, stared, peered

	Repeating character traits—continually referring to a character’s hair or eye color

	Repeating character actions—he scratched his beard or she bit her lip

	Adding an unnecessary word to modify a verb—stood up, collaborated together, screamed loudly.







Repetition and redundancy weakens your writing. And weak writing doesn’t captivate readers. 

Now let’s look at punctuation. Really, any punctuation marks can be overused. (Well, except probably the period—I have yet to hear an editor advise, “Go easy with the periods. You’re using too many.”) These are the common culprits:

	Exclamation point (!): Used to indicate yelling (in dialogue) or extreme emotion (in narrative). Don’t use more than one (!!), and don’t use it in conjunction with a question mark (!?). Publishers tend to discourage its use (some want no more than two or three exclamation points in an entire manuscript). Why? The exclamation point encourages weaker writing, since the author can use it alone to indicate emotion. Instead, stronger dialogue or narrative will better convey that emotion.

	Question mark (?): Used to punctuate a question. Don’t use more than one (??), and don’t use it in conjunction with an exclamation point (?!).

	Em dash (—): Used in several ways, including to offset information, to show an interruption in speech, or to show a sudden break in thought. Most editors recommend using em dashes sparingly (not a problem since commas often produce the same sentence flow).

	Ellipses (. . .): Used to show trailing off of words (in dialogue) or of an idea (in narrative), or to show hesitation in dialogue. Ellipses fall into the same category as exclamation points and em dashes—use them judiciously.





There are instances when an exclamation point, an em dash, or ellipses is the best punctuation to convey the appropriate intensity or flow. The key is to use them so their effect is not lost in repetition.



Take a look at these Before and After passages and see if you can pick out the issues noted above.

Before:


I’d just about fallen asleep when I heard the sound—a sound I’d never wanted to hear. It sounded like a thud and loud shuffling noise downstairs. I sat up in the dark and just listened silently as I chewed my lip. Throwing the covers back, I stood up and found my way through the darkness to the door. I stopped, opened the unlatched door, and peered out into the blackness of the hallway . . .

There was the sound again!! Had someone broken into the house?!

I slipped out into the hallway and moved slowly through the dark, finding my way to top of the stairs. My whole body shook—trembling like I never had before. What if someone had broken in??

There was the sound again!! I stopped at the stairs and peered down into the blackness below. Listening silently, I bit my lip. I started down the steps, taking one step at a time . . .

Suddenly I heard a cat’s yowl, and my cat came running up the steps. I went down a few more steps and looked over the railing into the living room. In the dim light streaming inside through the front window, I could see my school textbooks and the papers of my research report on the floor by the coffee table.

It had only been the cat!



A bit too much? Try this rewrite.



After:


Wait, what was that? I listened, unable to move or even breathe. Although on the edge of sleep, I’d heard something. A thud and scuffling downstairs. I sat up and threw the covers back, then slid out of bed. Cracking the unlatched door another inch, I peered into the darkness of the hallway. Maybe my imagination was too overactive.

The sound came again, this time resembling the shuffling of papers. Had someone broken into the house? 

I crept down the hallway and stopped at the top of the stairs. My heart pounded as I grasped the banister with a trembling hand. After a few moments, I descended the steps.

A yowl pierced the silence, and my cat tore up the stairs. 

I blew out a breath, still shaking despite my relief, and padded down the stairs until I could see into the living room below. In the dim light that streamed through the front window, my textbooks and the papers of my research report lay strewn next to the coffee table.

Crazy cat.



So what’s wrong with the Before passage (hint: a lot, and I won’t list them all)? Let’s break it down:

Repetition: 

	Forms of sound are used five times.

	Darkness, blackness, and dark are used to convey the same meaning. 

	Shook and trembling are used in the same sentence.

	Peered is used twice.

	Found my way and finding my way were used.







Redundancy:

	Problem: just about. Fix: about (better yet, reword the sentence).

	Problem: just listened silently. Fix: listened (just isn’t necessary, and of course we’re silent when we listen).

	Problem: stood up. Fix: stood (up isn’t necessary).

	Problem: the character chews her lip and then bites her lip. Fix: delete repetition

	Problem: streaming inside through. Fix: streamed through (inside isn’t necessary).







Overused Punctuation:

	Double exclamation marks, double question marks, and combined question mark and exclamation mark are used.

	Em dash used where a comma would be appropriate.

	Ellipses used where a period would be appropriate.


Everyone has a different writing style. Some authors write tighter than others, and that’s to be expected. Just remember that when a facet of writing is overused—whether it be words or phrases, character traits or actions, or punctuation—it loses its impact. If you weed out repetition and redundancy and choose punctuation carefully, you’ll love the improvement you see. 






Editor: Robin Patchen
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The Perils of Purple Prose
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What do you want people to experience when they read your novel? Do you want them to marvel at your fabulous writing skills? Are you hoping they’ll be impressed by your outstanding grasp of grammar? Perhaps you want to dazzle them with your exceptional vocabulary? 

Or do you want them to experience a story?

Truth is, oftentimes you can either impress people with your prose or you can tell them a story, but you can’t do both. So many of my editing clients’ manuscripts are so filled with flowery language that the meaning is lost. I find myself offering the same advice over and over—my take on Nike’s slogan: Just say it. 

Throw Away Your Thesaurus

Okay, don’t throw it away, but hide it in the far corner of a cabinet. Focus not on how to impress your reader but on what your character actually sounds like. We’ll talk about character voice in our chapter on POV, but suffice it to say, a thirteen-year-old girl won’t sound much like a New York City taxi driver. Your characters might speak in long, complex sentences or with a more straightforward style, but I bet, in real life, none of them speaks in purple prose. 

Let’s look at a Before and an After passage. The genre: contemporary fiction. The character: a twenty-eight-year-old schoolteacher. 

Before:


The tempest bore down, the sky temporarily the victor in its ever-present battle with the verdant fields below, enraging lands and inciting them to bombard their treasures skyward. And I, the lowly pawn in this game not of kings and conquering foes but of sky and earth, sought refuge in my humble home. My paternal figure had commanded me when I’d first taken possession of the modest abode that in the miniscule space beneath the risers would I find shelter from the storm, so there now I went, huddled astride cardboard receptacles filled with the paraphernalia of my fleeting existence. 

Ah, what future could there be for me now? Perhaps in the Immortal’s perfect knowledge, He had been right to close my eyes to what lay ahead. Had I but known this torrent was bearing down, would I have had the courage to go forth? Yet as the whirlwind neared, I surrendered to myriad misgivings about my present circumstances. Would that there had been a beau, one true amour, to live out these last few moments of breath. Alas, alone I reclined and wondered—might there be some purpose in this storm?



Say what? Okay, shake that off and take a look at the revision.



After:


If I had known that the tornado blowing through that May afternoon would be nothing compared to the storm brewing in its aftermath, I might never have left my shelter. Maybe that’s one of God’s greatest gifts—shielding our eyes from the future. There’s a stretch of highway west of Oklahoma City where I swear it’s so flat and straight you can see all the way to Amarillo. If we could see that far into the future, we’d never hit the gas. In the same way, if I could’ve seen what lay ahead for me, I might still be hiding in that closet.

But God’s so much smarter than I am. Think what I would have missed.

Obviously, I wasn’t thinking about my future when I was crouched in the closet beneath my stairs. Well, not beyond wondering if there would be a future. Tornadoes will do that to you.



As you may have noticed, the passage hasn’t been just edited, it’s been rewritten. The more purple the prose, the less of it you get to keep during your rewriting process. And in this case, the prose was beyond repair. 

What did I do to repair it? First, I considered who the POV character was. In the first passage, we can deduce that she’s most likely a woman, based on her desire for “a beau, my one true amour,” but what else can we learn about her? Hmm . . . she has an extensive vocabulary. That’s about it. 

In the After segment, you can hear the character’s voice. Your paragraphs should sound like your characters’ voices and reflect your writing style. Personality on the page—that’s what you’re looking for.

Next, let’s consider the genre. Did the Before passage scream contemporary fiction to you? Didn’t think so.

Consider the Circumstances

Another thing to consider when looking at your favorite “purple prose” passages—what are the circumstances? From the Before passage, we can deduce that a dangerous storm is on its way, and our POV character is in its path, afraid for her life. So, put yourself in our schoolteacher’s shoes. You’re about to be hurled by an F4 all the way to Kansas (and you’re not wearing your ruby slippers). Would your thoughts mirror those in the Before segment? Mine wouldn’t either. (Having lived through a similar circumstance, my thoughts were more like, “Please don’t let it hit us. Please don’t let it hit us . . .” but that would get boring after a few paragraphs.)

Finally, think about what you’re trying to accomplish with your scene. In this case, these are the first few paragraphs of a novel, so it’s important that they set the right tone—for both the novel and the character. 

Taking into account the character, the genre, the circumstances, and the author’s purpose for the scene, the rewritten passage conveys language that should better appeal to readers and make them want to read more. Avoid purple prose. Nobody loves a smarty-pants.






Editor: C. S. Lakin
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How Novelists Can Say More with Less
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Less is more. More impacting. More riveting. More intriguing. Throughout history, marriages have failed and wars have been won or lost over a mere word or two. Jesus said, “Let your yes mean yes and your no mean no.” Simply stated, as was his style.

I often share with my clients something my eleventh-grade English teacher used to spout frequently: “Say what you mean. Don’t say what you don’t mean.”

The best way to say what you mean is to use only the words you need—the most appropriate words for your context—and discard the rest. Think of the pages of your novel as expensive real estate. Writers who want to write well should aim to be as picky about the words they string together as the foods they eat or the clothes they wear. Pickier.

Bogging Down Your Writing Is a Bad Thing

Your novel’s pacing will be greatly affected by word choice. If you bog down your sentences with unnecessary words, your scenes will drag. In addition, using boring, flat, or weak verbs and adjectives will make the reading dull, no matter how exciting your plot might be.

Take a look at this Before passage and see if you can spot some of the problems. Then read my revision and compare. 

Before:


Suddenly, lightning struck!!! It was so loud and noisy, Debby screamed and lost hand control of her drinking glass, spilling it and shattering it on the Italian stone coffee table. Somehow, the power was gone, a blackout took place, and Debby trembled as she fearfully listened to the thunder rolling in louder in waves than usual. She felt it was so loud, the house began to shake. As if being in the middle of an earthquake. She began to cry and instantly the danger passed and everything was calm.

Debby was still frozen, too afraid to move much. She slowly turned her head to the left and then to the right as she focused her attention on what was going on through the front room window. She heard the sound of a loud vehicle idling outside of her home and that sound grew louder. Approaching the window with caution, she slowly pulled the left curtain open. Her eyes widened as she saw an old run-down rusty car parked out in front of her house. It showed no headlights . . . just sitting and idling with an ominous sound coming from its tailpipe.

A cold draft suddenly made Debby tremble greatly as she began to see what was starting to materialize. Two red beams of light, very small, like tiny eyes, began to glow from within the car where the driver was sitting on the front seat. The glow grew brighter and then she realized suddenly that they were indeed eyes and they were gazing right at her!!! Debby started to gasp for breath and she felt her heart was suddenly stricken with intense pain as if there was a tight grip of a fist around it . . . tightening. As her pain grew, her body began to crouch forward, nearly ripping the curtain off its rod.



Was that exhausting to read? Try this.



After:


Without warning, lightning struck. Debby screamed and dropped her glass, which shattered on the Italian stone coffee table. The lights flickered out, and she trembled as thunder shook the house as if an earthquake rolled under it. Then, the night quieted, except for the patter of heavy rain and the murmur of distant thunder.

Debby froze, trembling. She turned and peered through the front room window. A motor idled on the street. With barely a touch, she pulled the curtain aside. A badly damaged black-and-white patrol car sat parked in front of her house, headlights off, no red-and-blue flashing lights. An ominous sound came from its tailpipe.

A cold draft tickled Debby’s neck as she watched two red beams of light, like eyes, glow inside the dark car where a driver sat. The glow grew brighter and Debby gasped. They were eyes—and they were gazing right at her.

A stab of pain made Debby clutch her chest. With a cry, she buckled with her fist entangled in the curtain and fell to the floor, the fluttering cloth covering her face like a shroud of death.



The first thing you probably noticed is the word count dropped by about a third. Think about ditching adverbs and replacing weak verbs with stronger ones. As Christy discussed, avoid excessive punctuation, such as multiple exclamation marks. 

Watch out for phrases like “began to” or “started to.” I replaced “Debby was frozen” with “Debby froze.” 

A great way to seek and destroy extraneous words and passages is to use Word’s Find and Replace. Search for it was, there were, ing, and ly. Often a word ending in ing will reveal a wordy phrase, and ly will catch adverbs (we’ll cover pesky adverbs in a later chapter). 

Overall, take the time to consider each word you use and see if you can’t come up with a better word, maybe one more colorful or descriptive. A phrase like “It was interesting and I liked it” is not interesting, and readers won’t like it. Write in your unique style and genre, but do it well.

Think of rewriting as creating a reduction sauce. The more you can eliminate those words and phrases that are not rich in flavor, the less you will have in the end. Which is more. And more, in most cases, is better.

In Conclusion . . .

Overwriting is by far the worst offender of all the fatal flaws. As you go through your scenes, challenge every word and phrase. Keep in mind the objectives of your scene and your big picture—your premise and the story you are telling. Remember that overwriting doesn’t pertain to just the little bits of punctuation and the words making up a sentence. It can also manifest on the macro level, by cluttering your story with unnecessary actions and dialogue that do nothing to advance or reveal key points of character and plot. 

When checking your scenes for overwriting, try not to narrow your focus such that you only see the trees. Step back and scan the forest. Sometimes that means entire scenes should be cut. The key to conquering overwriting is to be brutal. Don’t get overly attached to your words. Be willing to sacrifice some on the altar of clarity and effectiveness. Repeat this mantra in your head when you find yourself hesitating to “kill your darlings”: Less is more . . . Less is more . . .

Fatal Flaw #1 Checklist

Go through your scenes and look for these types of overwriting:

	Boring and/or excessive details and descriptions

	Extraneous words that aren’t needed and don’t add anything to your story

	Vague words and phrases. Look for it was and there were and replace with strong nouns and verbs.

	Repetition and redundancy. Don’t use the same adjectives or nouns multiple times in close proximity. Don’t use two descriptors that essentially mean the same thing (such as “he was smart and intelligent”).

	Purple prose in narrative and character voice

	Excessive punctuation

	Character traits or actions that don’t convey anything helpful


Your Turn: Try to spot and fix all the overwriting you can find in this passage. An example of a revision is on the next page (no peeking!). There isn’t one correct way to rewrite a passage, so your final version may be different from the revision provided. The key is to test yourself to see if you’ve nailed Fatal Flaw #1.






The caller stared at the dead cell phone for a beat before tossing it hard on the counter. Somehow, at that moment, there was no concern at all if it smashed into tiny bits. Intense irritation was sprouting like an unrelenting weed and had no intention of stopping until it took over the caller entirely. The extra energy searched frantically for an appropriate, or inappropriate, release on the world. Soon, an explosion of emotions would be imminent and deadly.

“Tomorrow? I can’t wait until tomorrow. I need to do something now. No, right this second.” For some reason, sweat poured from the caller’s brow like a faucet. On a high from the night before, the caller paced around the kitchen in mad circles. Going around and around, getting dizzy but unable to stop. The hardened heart in the caller’s chest raced with full force like a thoroughbred at the track. A complete conversation was brewing inside of a shattered mind, although only one side of it rang aloud in the empty room.

“Action. I need to take action. He wants me to wait. Ha! Of course he does. I can’t wait. There’s no time. Not a minute to waste. Why is he making me wait?” The caller’s head shook in disbelief. “I didn’t want this to happen. I tried to stop it. I have no choice now. I must take action. Action. Action. All I can do is take action.” The caller was going crazy, about to spin out of control mentally, when a crash against the window froze the caller, forcing reality back to his mind. 

“Whoa, that was a bird.” A deep breath later and the caller regained control. 

Suddenly the caller grabbed a short glass and threw in a few ice cubes, then he searched the refrigerator for a beer. It was in a row of five in plain sight and never far from reach, as it always was.

Revision of the Previous Passage:

Jared stared at the dead cell phone for a beat before tossing it on the counter. Irritation stabbed him. He knew that he’d soon explode with rage, and the results would be deadly.

“Tomorrow? I can’t wait until tomorrow. I need to do something now.” Sweat poured from his brow. On a high from the night before, he paced the kitchen, getting dizzy but unable to stop. His heart raced as the prior conversation brewed in his shattered mind.

“I need to take action. He wants me to wait. But there’s not a minute to waste. Why is he making me wait?” He shook his head in disbelief. “I didn’t want this to happen. I tried to stop it. But I have no choice now.” 

A crash against the window made him freeze, stopping his flood of manic thoughts. 

“Whoa. A bird.” 

He grabbed a glass and threw in a few ice cubes, then searched the refrigerator for a beer. 
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Fatal Flaw #2: Nothin’ Happenin’
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As writers, we may find ourselves asking, “Why is it so hard to start?” 

And we don’t just mean the writing part. That’s hard too, as our prolific Facebook activity log, empty coffeepot, and suspiciously clean piles of laundry will attest. (Nobody can houseclean like a procrastinating writer.) We mean actually starting the story.

Long explanations. Chapters of backstory. Characters sitting and thinking—about the past, the present, the future. Actions that lead nowhere. Weather.

Oh, the weather.

When we consider the immensity of history, information, and world creation most writers are trying to fit into two hundred or more pages, it’s not surprising we need to work up to our stories. But readers won’t toil through pages of preparation, information, or meditation before the story really begins. They need to engage, to get immersed in the action and become intimate with the characters quickly. Some say within the first page.

So when you edit, it’s time to take a hard look at your opening. Begin in media res—get to the good part. Engage readers right away through dialogue and relevant action, all of it building up the scene’s purpose. Raise questions. Use characters and emotion to invest actions with meaning. Stir up tension. Intrigue. Mystery. Excitement.

Find where your story begins, and do as the king in Wonderland once told Alice: begin there.

Along with showing you what and how to delete, the examples in this chapter will help you identify the place where your story truly begins and give techniques to immerse your readers from the very first sentence.

Even if it begins with the weather.

Editor: Rachel Starr Thomson
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Nothin’ Happenin’: Finding Your Story
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Openings are a science unto themselves, be they openings for an entire book, for a chapter, or for a scene. One principle, however, is generally agreed upon: it is best to open with something happening.

We might take a cue from the Bible here: “In the beginning,” we are told, “God created the heavens and the earth.”

We can surmise that, in fact, God did several other things before he created. That he took some time to think, to plan, to survey the darkness and the deep—whatever was in existence at that time—or whatever other wonderful things might have gone on in the cosmic brooding that preceded creation. But the Book opens with action.

Getting to the Story

Because our stories don’t actually spring full-fledged from our pens or keyboards, we writers need time to ease into them, and so a lot of our drafts open in one of these ways:

	With a lot of description, most often of the weather.

	With backstory or explanation of what’s about to happen.

	With a character thinking or reminiscing. (This does not qualify as “something happening.” In fact, the state of thinking can be notably less active and interesting than even the weather.)

	With a character doing a lot of mundane things before getting to anything pertinent to the story.


And then, finally, we write our way up to where the story really takes off—several paragraphs or even whole chapters after we begin.

The problem here is that while we are getting warmed up, readers are trying to enter the story world—and if they can’t get in soon enough, if the opening bores them or feels irrelevant or rambling, they are liable to move on before we do. All the way to a different book.

Take this opening for a suspense novel:

Before:


It was a gray, rainy day. The drizzle had started that morning and not ceased. By now puddles had formed around the storm drains and headlights glared off the wet pavement. The clouds overhead were thick and flat like a heavy blanket lying over the entire city, with no break anywhere for the sun to come through, even though it was only midafternoon.

Cars passed by in single file, following each other too closely and honking when the traffic got tighter. Skyscrapers rose on every side, their sides gleaming black and mirroring the traffic flow. On the corner of Smyth and Davidson, patrons snaked out the door of the local Starbucks, some shielding their heads with umbrellas while others pulled collars up and shivered in the dampness. Across the street was a drugstore, and a lone homeless man sat by a fire hydrant on the corner, his cardboard sign waterlogged and its markered plea for help running down in black streaks.

It was the kind of day that was typical in the Midwest in March. It made people unhappy, depressed, wishing they were at home watching TV instead of going to work, driving through town, dealing with one more gray day after a long and oppressive winter.

The winter days never seemed to end. Daylight Savings Time had cut the days off at their knees all the way back in November, and ever since it was one dark, cold, snowy, damp, drizzly day after another. Eventually winter started to lighten into spring, but it was March spring—the kind that’s so cold and damp and dark in its own right that it hardly seems like an improvement.

Casey Miller’s gun hand shook as she stared down at the body, rain-soaked and pale on the sidewalk.




After:


Casey Miller’s gun hand shook as she stared down at the body, rain-soaked and pale on the sidewalk.



The Before example isn’t bad writing. It’s got some vivid images, in fact, and mood-setters. But the story does not start until Casey Miller looks down on that body, and readers are unlikely to stick with a page-and-a-quarter’s worth of description long enough to get there. Can some of the setting details be included after the fact? Sure. In fact, if you open with something happening, you can cut back to scene details to create contrast and make the ugly opening words starker:


Casey Miller’s gun hand shook as she stared down at the body, rain-soaked and pale on the sidewalk. 

Skyscrapers rose into a heavy, clouded sky all around them; patrons, holding umbrellas or pulling up their collars against the cold rain, snaked out the door of the Starbucks across the street. Cars passed in single file, honking impatiently, splashing the rain in the gutters.

No one else saw him.

He was dead, and only she could see.




In place of remarks about the weather, we now have two characters—one alive, one dead—a vivid setting, and a mystery. All in less time than the Before passage took to describe March in the city. We’ve found the story. And more importantly, so have our readers.

Editor: Linda S. Clare
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