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Foreword

Anne R. Allen

I’m honored to introduce Kathy Steinemann’s second volume of The Writer’s Lexicon. The first book provides such a wealth of information about words and usage that it’s a must-have for all writers, from beginners to long-time pros.

I think you’ll find this continuation just as valuable.

I grew up loving words. My parents were both Ivy League college professors with PhDs in English Literature and Classics. Debates at the family dinner table were often solved by bringing out our huge two-volume “compact” version of the Oxford English Dictionary (the one with the magnifying glass). My parents felt that disputes often came from miscommunication and misuse of language. So we’d ferret out the roots of a word in order to pin down its precise meaning and understand its nuances and connotations.

Kathy’s books help a writer explore those nuances and connotations in order to choose the perfect word for any occasion with precision and creativity.

And you don’t need a magnifying glass.

Unlike a standard thesaurus, The Writer’s Lexicon provides words in context as well as dozens of examples of usage. It also offers alternatives for overused words and phrases as well as edited examples of ways to enliven your writing by choosing exactly the right word.

The Writer’s Lexicon is unique in its scope and helpfulness. (It even provides writing prompts to jumpstart your storytelling.) It’s a boon to all writers, whether they write fiction or nonfiction.

When she visited our writing blog, Kathy offered a sample from this book in her post “Filter Words and Phrases to Avoid in Writing Fiction.” It received 5000 hits per day for five days straight — the biggest five-day readership we have ever had on our multi-award winning blog.

Logophiles and writers, this is a book you’ll turn to again and again. Enjoy!

—

Anne R. Allen is an award-winning blogger and the author of twelve books, including the bestselling Camilla Randall Mysteries. She’s the co-author, with Catherine Ryan Hyde, of How to be a Writer in the E-Age: A Self-Help Guide, and has recently published The Author Blog: Easy Blogging for Busy Authors with Kotu Beach Press. Anne blogs with New York Times million-seller Ruth Harris at Anne R. Allen’s Blog…with Ruth Harris (annerallen.com), which was named one of the 101 Best Websites for Writers by Writer’s Digest.


	


Why I Wrote This Book

Kathy Steinemann

During my writing endeavors I often found myself creating alternatives for overused words. I saved those word lists in a manual on my computer and developed many into blog posts.

Several of my blog followers urged me to publish the lists. I expanded them to produce The Writer’s Lexicon: Descriptions, Overused Words, and Taboos.

But it didn’t end there. Over the following year, I created more alternatives. They became the basis for The Writer’s Lexicon Volume II: More Descriptions, Overused Words, and Taboos.

As you write, realize that dialogue trumps so-called writing “rules.” People come from various backgrounds and professions. Readers won’t expect a preschooler to use perfect grammar, nor will they tolerate a thug who communicates like a university professor.

When not writing, pay attention to everything and everyone around you. Jot down ideas or dictate them into your cellphone before they escape your busy brain.

Sprinkled throughout these chapters you’ll find exercises and examples with ideas for story prompts. Snap ’em up at will, and …

… write on.

P.S. Near the end of this book you’ll find a Master Table of Contents that lists the chapters of both volumes of The Writer’s Lexicon. You can also download a PDF version of the Master ToC at:

https://kathysteinemann.com/toc.pdf


	


Writing Rules Examined

“Rules” barrage writers from all sides. This chapter dissects a few rules and presents examples of why they might (or might not) be valid.

Rule 1: Do not use semicolons.

Kurt Vonnegut said in A Man Without a Country: “First rule: Do not use semicolons. … All they do is show you’ve been to college.”

Then he flaunted a semicolon pages later in the same book: “Those of us who had imagination circuits built can look in someone’s face and see stories there; to everyone else, a face will just be a face.”

He went on to say: “And there, I’ve just used a semicolon, which at the outset I told you never to use. It is to make a point that I did it. The point is: Rules only take us so far, even good rules.”

Maybe the rule should be: Avoid semicolons.

Rule 2: Avoid present tense.

Present tense jars readers, and although it can make a story seem more immediate, it works best when contrasting with events that happened in the past.

The Hunger Games Trilogy by Suzanne Collins and Divergent Series by Veronica Roth are written in present tense. Although I enjoyed the books, I was reminded on every page that I felt uneasy. In Allegiant, the third Divergent book, head-hopping and first-person present tense made it difficult at times to remember whose head I was in.

Present tense seems almost a fad nowadays. Will it die the same death as pet rocks?

Rule 3: Avoid adverbs.

Mark Twain’s advice: “If you see an adverb, kill it.”

Stephen King’s opinion: “The adverb is not your friend. … Adverbs, like the passive voice, seem to have been created with the timid writer in mind.”

But the works of both writers include occasional adverbs.

Consider The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain:

“Amy chatted happily along …”

“… and then stepped quickly but cautiously …”

And Mile 81 by Stephen King:

“The stone on Carla’s chest was suddenly gone.”

“… and began to pedal slowly toward the end of Murphy Street.”

Conclusion: Adverbs may improve writing if deployed with caution.

Rule 4: Avoid lengthy descriptions of places and events.

Description functions like any other creativity tool. In moderation, it performs well. However, too much detail may engender purple prose and plodding narrative.

Skeptical? Study the following:

Susan stepped into the brightly lit kitchen and tucked a lock of long espresso-brown hair behind one ear. The luscious fragrance of garlic, ground beef, and dill in Alton’s homemade tomato spaghetti sauce wafted into her nostrils, evoking a strong memory of its delicious taste. The bubbling sauce spat a hissing red globule onto the glass cooktop of the stove. Her fingers trailed over the smooth surface of the newly remodeled center island. “Mmm, smells good,” she murmured as she nibbled on his neck. “By the way, your mom just texted me. She’ll be about an hour late.”

The paragraph stimulates all five senses — sight, smell, taste, hearing, touch — but is there a reason for so many words? The situation is simple. Susan wants to inform Alton his mom will be an hour late for dinner. He’s making spaghetti. Maybe she can catch him before he boils the water for the pasta. She’s in a hurry. Reducing the flowery prose will speed the narrative:

Susan hurried into the kitchen. “Mmm. That smells delish,” she said, as Alton’s bubbling spaghetti sauce spat a hissing globule onto the stove, “but your mom just texted me. She’ll be an hour late.”

A reduction in words speeds to the crux of the paragraph.

Comprehensive descriptions are critical in fantasy and science fiction. However, a detailed account of a McDonald’s restaurant in a modern-era novel? Not so much.

Conclusion: This rule is practical when employed judiciously.

Rule 5: Avoid detailed descriptions of characters.

This dovetails with Rule 4.

Although readers usually don’t need to know about every clothing wrinkle or the brand of a person’s shoes, they require enough description to form a mental picture. That description should occur when characters are introduced, before readers develop their own ideas of what they look like. Do you want everyone to imagine your six-foot-three blond jock as a medium-height brown-haired man, only to be ambushed by your conflicting description halfway through the story?

Too much description = bloated narrative.

Too little description = confused readers.

Conclusion: Rule 5 is another practical rule if applied wisely.

Rule 6: Show, don’t tell.

Keep Rules 5 and 6 in mind as you scrutinize the following:

Caileen looked at me, like she was an angry panther ready to pounce. Her face turned red, and her chin jutted so far forward I thought she might lose her balance. “Why didn’t you tell me you were fired?” she demanded.

Readers will know that Caileen is angry, but all the show slows the narrative.

Caileen’s angry eyes flashed. “Why didn’t you tell me you were fired?”

Caileen’s angry eyes represent a classic tell. Paired with a strong show verb, this paragraph reduces the word count to less than one-third.

Conclusion: Show, don’t tell works much of the time. However, when you need to speed the narrative or conserve word count, strategic tells produce excellent results.

Rule 7: Avoid clichés. Create original expressions.

This advice is beneficial, with limitations. Your original expressions will sound like clichés if you repeat them ad nauseam. Readers might gloss over a simile such as mad as a wet hen even if it appears multiple times in a book. However, include a memorable phrase like mad as a crocodile late for a frog feast too often, and people will notice it — not in a good way.

Be original, but don’t pat yourself on the back and repeat your clever comparisons multiple times per novel.

Rule 8: Avoid anything except said to attribute dialogue.

Stephen King advises in On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft: “The best form of dialogue attribution is said, as in he said, she said, Bill said, Monica said.”

Back to his book Mile 81:

“A bunch of teenagers had approached the old deserted house, and when one of them saw the door standing ajar, he’d whispered, ‘Look, it’s open!’ to his buddies.”

“‘Hurry up, Simmons, or we’ll go withoutcha!’ Normie yelled.”

Many sources claim that said is an invisible word. But like any word, if it appears too often, it irks readers.

Review this passage:

“You’re too old for this,” James said.

“Too old?” Beatrice said. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well,” he said, “you haven’t run a marathon in years. All you do is sit around all day and watch TV.”

“You jerk,” she said, “you have no idea what I do while you’re at work.”

“Well, tell me then,” James said.

Did the repetition of said annoy you?

Try this instead.

“You’re too old for this,” James said.

“Too old?” Beatrice propped her hands on her hips. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well, you haven’t run a marathon in years. All you do is sit around all day and watch TV.”

Her face turned red. “You jerk, you have no idea what I do while you’re at work.”

“Well, tell me then.”

Instead of dialogue tags, most occurrences of said have been eliminated or replaced by action beats. The interaction between the characters becomes visible and more compelling.

Conclusion: Said, like any word, aggravates if overused.

Rule 9: Do not head-hop.

Examine the following passage:

Edwin felt cold. Shivering, he tugged his coat tight and tried to ignore the biting wind. But Aryana felt warm. She loosened her scarf and used it to wipe beads of sweat off her brow.

In the same paragraph, we see the world through both Edwin’s and Aryana’s perceptions. Although this type of narrative (third-person unlimited omniscient) used to be popular, modern writers are advised to stick with one character, and report the experiences of others through that character’s eyes.

Let’s rewrite to eliminate head-hopping:

Edwin shivered. He tugged his coat tight and tried to ignore the biting wind as he gazed, astounded, at Aryana — who was loosening her scarf. She even used it to wipe beads of sweat off her brow.

The focal character is now clear, the filter word felt is gone, and events are reported from Edwin’s perspective.

Head-hopping is used successfully by George R. R. Martin in his Game of Thrones series. He confines his head-hopping, otherwise known as point-of-view switches, to separate chapters. Each chapter is chronicled from the POV of one character, and readers are never confused.

Frank Herbert head-hops from paragraph to paragraph in Dune. Although confusing at first, his approach provides an atmosphere that supports the almost mystical quality of his narrative. Unfortunately, the POV switches become clumsy and confusing in subsequent novels of the series.

Conclusion: Head-hopping is best avoided.

Avoid does not mean eliminate.

Writing “rules” are mere guidelines. If you encounter a rule that begins with never, do not, or always, approach it with suspicion. Learn the rules, and decide when you should bend or ignore them.

Remember Kurt Vonnegut’s excellent advice mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: “Rules only take us so far, even good rules.”


	


Dialogue Often Ignores the Rules

You’ve probably heard the pronouncements of writing gurus hundreds of times:

“Use active voice.”

“Eradicate adverbs.”

“Avoid repetition.”

“Get rid of run-on sentences.”

“Eliminate jargon and abbreviations.”

However, dialogue should sound real. It should motivate readers to finish “just one more chapter.” After another. And another.

Which of the following seems most appropriate?

Dr. Williams peered at Ms. Branch. “Whadaya think I’m doin’? Scratchin’ my butt? I’m workin’ absolutely as fast as I can, you doorknob.”

With his clipped words, impolite language, and adverbs, this character speaks more like a stereotypical construction worker than a doctor.

Dr. Williams peered at Ms. Branch. “What do you think I’m doing, ma’am? Procrastinating? I’m working as quickly as I can, I assure you.”

This Dr. Williams sounds like a doctor. He’s polite. He practices correct grammar. However, he isn’t averse to the occasional adverb.

Dr. Williams peered at Ms. Branch. “What do you think I’m doing? I … I … um … twiddling my thumbs? I’ve been … uh … working on this for twenty-six hours straight.”

This exhausted doctor seems annoyed, but his words are too realistic. Readers dislike clumsy pauses in speech. A better version would be:

Dr. Williams peered at Ms. Branch. “What do you think I’m doing? Twiddling my thumbs? I’ve been working on this for twenty-six hours straight.”

Dr. Williams hasn’t slept in more than twenty-four hours. Without being inundated by ums and ellipses, we can understand his annoyance.

Can you guess the approximate age of the following speaker?

Matt ran toward Jessica. “Everyone was there, and we had an excellent time. Jack even put in an appearance after his Taekwondo class. You should come next time.”

Matt is running, so he’s unlikely to be a senior citizen. However, nothing in the dialogue gives us a distinct maturity clue, although the language is too adult for most teenagers.

Matt ran toward Jessica. “Everyone was there and we had an awesome time and Jack even showed up after his Taekwondo class. You should come next time, Mom.”

A run-on sentence, simpler words, and the addition of Mom reveal that this is a young person — in the same number of words as the first snippet.

Matt scampered toward Jessica. “All the kids were there an’ we had an awesome time an’ Jack even came after Taekwondo an’ can you come next time, Mummy?”

Same number of words, but scampered, mispronounced ands, a mention of all the kids, and Mummy distinguish this as an even younger child.

Can you identify the protagonists in these examples?

“I prescribed them p.r.n., and she said she took them for two days. They should have palliated her symptoms by now.”

This example breaks the rule about eliminating jargon and abbreviations. However, as long as the writer has provided context, readers will understand that the speaker is a doctor, and they will expect medical terminology.

“C’mon, you can do it. Just one more crunch. One more. One more. One more. Good. Now take a breather, and we’ll tackle one more set of fifty reps.”

This fitness trainer repeats one more five times — a classic no-no, but it works in dialogue.

“All right, class. Now that the dry ingredients have been sifted, carefully stir in the milk. Carefully. Good. Now pour the batter into the pans. Quickly. The bell will ring any minute.”

This home economics teacher uses passive voice and adverbs, but she sounds like a real person.

“I mowed the lawn and trimmed the hedge and watered the garden real good. It was real, real dry. When I come back tomorrow, I’ll weed and mulch the flowerbeds. They really need some TLC.”

A landscaper repeats his favorite adverb several times and rattles off one run-on sentence. His repetition of real and really could be a quirk that sets him apart from other characters.

What’s wrong with this?

“As you know, Miss Fitch, Mr. Abernathy is away at the teachers’ conference in Atlanta and is not available by telephone between 9 a.m. and 6 p.m. except for extreme emergencies. Your situation hardly qualifies as urgent. Abernathy won’t return until March 30. You must wait until then to tender your resignation.”

The opening words, as you know, provide a clue. Miss Fitch is already aware of the information being relayed by the speaker, and readers should be too.

Have you ever watched a television drama where the characters discuss a situation? Do you zone out after a few seconds and forget the details? Readers will do the same for infodumps disguised as dialogue. Include backstory elsewhere — just enough for readers to understand the narrative without drowning in minutiae.

Characters should portray more than mirror images.

Dialogue functions best when speakers exhibit idiosyncrasies.

Without quirks and breaking the so-called rules, characters will perform like cardboard figures cut from the same pattern.

Consider the following:

“I don’t know, old chap,” said Mr. Dixon. “Five teaspoons of sugar in a cup of tea are a bit excessive, don’t you think?”

“Not at all,” replied Mr. Flaherty. “I always consume five teaspoons of sugar in my tea.”

“Well, I am surprised that you haven’t developed sugar diabetes after all these years.”

“I? Not I, old chap. I exercise regularly and consume an excellent diet with abundant quantities of fiber and nutrients.”

“You must spend a small fortune on sugar, sir.”

“Not at all. As owner of Flaherty Sugar-Works, I receive as much sugar as I wish, free of charge.”

Although you probably followed the thread and deciphered the speakers, it would have been easier if one or both men had speech quirks. For instance:

“I don’t know, old chap,” said Mr. Dixon. “Five teaspoons of sugar in a cup of tea are a bit excessive, don’t you think?”

“Crapola,” replied Mr. Flaherty. “I always take five teaspoons.”

“Well, I am surprised that you haven’t developed sugar diabetes after all these years.”

“Me? Ha. I get lotsa exercise. I eat good.”

“You must spend a small fortune on sugar, sir.”

“Nope. I own Flaherty Sugar-Works. All my sugar’s free.”

The edited version leaves Mr. Dixon as is but presents a Mr. Flaherty who clips sentences and spouts informal words. Readers will have no problem understanding who says what.

Bend the rules. Flout the rules.

As long as readers understand the narrative, dialogue should defy or bend writing rules. Most of us don’t speak like grammar pundits. Fiction should embrace that truth and create memorable characters with speech imperfections.

Except …

… when those memorable characters speak in dialect — inadvisable unless artfully applied.

Scan the following excerpt from Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe.

“Marcies!” said Aunt Chloe; “don’t see no marcy in ’t! ’tan’t right! tan’t right it should be so! Mas’r never ought ter left it so that ye could be took for his debts. Ye’ve arnt him all he gets for ye, twice over. He owed ye yer freedom, and ought ter gin ’t to yer years ago. Mebbe he can’t help himself now, but I feel it’s wrong. Nothing can’t beat that ar out o’ me. Sich a faithful crittur as ye’ve been,—and allers sot his business ’fore yer own every way,—and reckoned on him more than yer own wife and chil’en! Them as sells heart’s love and heart’s blood, to get out thar scrapes, de Lord’ll be up to ’em!”

Did you find Aunt Chloe difficult to comprehend? So will readers.

J. K. Rowling’s character Hagrid in the Harry Potter books spouts dialogue like:

“It’s them as should be sorry! I knew yeh weren’t gettin’ yer letters but I never thought yeh wouldn’t even know abou’ Hogwarts, fer cryin’ out loud! Did yeh never wonder where yer parents learnt it all?”

Yes, it’s dialect — but cleverly created so that readers don’t falter multiple times per paragraph. When Harry overhears someone who talks this way, readers recognize the speaker at once.

Try it yourself.

Edit the following examples to indicate age and occupation. As you revise, add details that identify the speakers.

Exercise 1

Aldred nuzzled Ina’s neck. “I desire you. Now.”

His hot breath shot flames of desire into every cell of her body. She moaned. “But I cannot. I am betrothed to another.”

“For three years you have bedeviled me with your charm and wit. Why must you succumb to your father’s wishes?” He pushed her out to arm’s length.

She bit her lip. “He says my destiny is more important than anyone or anything in the entire universe.”

“Destiny? Utter nonsense! What must I do to win your affections? Slay a dragon? Fly to the moon?” His eyes drooped, an echo of his slumped shoulders. “I adore you, Ina, more than life, more than jewels or prestige.”

“Oh …” She sobbed. “I know you do, but the Fates have determined my destiny, and I cannot challenge their will.”

Suggested solution

Aldred nuzzled Ina’s neck. “I want you. Now. Let’s just elope.”

His hot breath shot flames of desire into every cell of her body. She moaned. “But I cannot. I am betrothed to another, and I must marry him as soon as I come of age.”

“For three years you’ve toyed with me, made my blood boil. Why must you heed your father? He’s just a king, just a mortal, just like me.” He pushed her out to arm’s length.

She bit her lip. “He says my destiny is more important than anyone or anything in the entire universe. And he says it is inappropriate for me to wed a man of low social standing.”

“Destiny? Fie! Just what do I have to do to win you over? Kill a dragon, fly to the moon?” His eyes drooped, an echo of his slumped shoulders. “I love you, Ina, more than life, more than anything.”

“Oh …” She sobbed. “I know you do, but the Fates have determined my destiny, and I cannot challenge their will.”

Notes: In the initial example, both speakers exhibit perfect grammar and similar speech patterns. In the suggested solution, Ina’s dialogue without contractions reflects a woman of breeding from a bygone era. Her suitor, who likes contractions, comma splices, and just, is in a lower social echelon. Although specific ages are not provided, we can intuit that Aldred and Ina are probably in their late teens or early twenties.

Exercise 2

“This is the first time I’ve ever attempted speed dating.” Heat spread from Rhonda’s chest into the tips of her ears. Darn. Why must I always blush when I’m nervous? “What made you try it?”

Joel raised his eyebrows. “The truth is, I saw your photo and couldn’t resist. You look a lot like someone I knew.”

“Oh. Is that good or bad?”

“Both.”

Rhonda waited for a moment, but he didn’t clarify. “That’s rather vague, don’t you think?”

“Well,” Joel replied, “she was beautiful — like you — but not very smart.”

“Was?”

“Yes, she died.”

Suggested solution 1

“This is the first time I’ve ever attempted speed dating.” Heat spread from Rhonda’s chest into the tips of her ears. Darn. Why must I always blush when I’m nervous? It makes my liver spots look like gargantuan warts. “What made you try it?”

Joel raised his bushy grey eyebrows. “Well, I spied yer picture and couldn’t resist ’cause yeh look lots like a gal I knew.”

“Oh. Is that good or bad?”

“Both.”

Rhonda waited for a moment, but he didn’t clarify. “That’s rather vague, don’t you think?”

“Well,” Joel replied, “she was a fine lookin’ gal like you but not very bright if yeh know what I mean, a nurse in my old folks’ home.”

“Was?”

“Yeah, she died.”

Notes: Internal monologue counts as dialogue. Rhonda reveals her longevity by thinking about her liver spots. Joel lives in a retirement home. We can surmise that Rhonda probably does too. So, we have two elderly adults involved in a speed-dating encounter. Joel’s distinctive speech patterns, including run-on sentences, differentiate him from Rhonda.

Suggested solution 2

“First time I ever tried speed dating.” Heat spread from Rhonda’s chest into the tips of her ears. Darn. Why do I always go red when I’m nervous? It makes my zits look like volcanoes. “What made you try it?”

Joel raised his eyebrows. “I spotted your photo on a poster in science class and couldn’t not try, I guess. You look a lot like someone I knew.”

“Oh. Is that good or bad?”

“Both, I guess.”

Rhonda waited for a moment, but he didn’t clarify. “Huh?”

“Well,” Joel replied, “she was beautiful … like you — but dumb as a stump.”

“Was?”

“Yeah, she moved to a house a few blocks from the college, and ditched me for a freshman over there. I guess she likes dudes with their own wheels.”

Notes: Once again, Rhonda’s internal monologue reveals a clue about her age. The dialogue of both speakers is appropriate for teenagers in a high-school setting. Joel’s nervous speech tic, I guess, distinguishes him from Rhonda.

Hmm. Why would a high school promote speed dating?


	


Overused Words and Phrases

The next twenty chapters examine words that creep into your manuscript, multiplying like the rats of Hamelin.

The first volume of The Writer’s Lexicon shows how to reduce or eliminate troublemakers such as beautiful, big, clear the throat, little, said, shrug, very, went, and many others.

Volume II continues with bad, clenched fists, get, itchy, nice, put, use, etc.


	


Afraid

Are you afraid of losing readers?

One shortcoming that might spur them to abandon your book is excessive repetition. This chapter presents alternatives for afraid.

Actions and reactions of POV characters steer the narrative.

Your character of focus might exhibit fearful behaviors such as the following, which are invisible or inconspicuous to others:

- bad taste in the mouth

- blurred vision

- cold extremities

- compulsive swallowing

- confused thoughts

- depression

- distorted time perception

- dizziness

- dry mouth

- exhaustion

- faked bravado

- feigned exasperation or anger

- flashbacks

- flinching

- forced smile

- goosebumps

- hair on neck and arms bristling

- holding the breath

- hypersensitivity of all senses

- inability to speak

- insomnia

- muscle spasms

- nausea

- numb fingers

- pain in chest

- poor memory

- racing pulse

- rash decisions

- restless feet or legs

- shaking knees

- stifled scream

- substance abuse

- sudden cessation of movement

- sweaty palms

- taut shoulders

- thumping heart

- tight leg muscles caused by flight-or-fight response

- tinnitus

- weak or buckling knees

Non-POV characters also provide fear clues.

Most of the following actions, obvious to everyone, allow a writer to weave a tale without worrying about head-hopping:

- adjusting clothing, distractedly or compulsively

- alienation from acquaintances and family

- angling feet away from object of fear

- audible exhalations

- biting on lip(s)

- blanching

- blocking body with hands or fists

- chewing on pen, pencil, fingernails, hair, or lips

- clenched fingers

- clenched mouth

- closed body position, with hands protecting groin

- clutching tightly at personal possessions

- constricted pupils

- covering face with hands, magazine, scarf, etc.

- cowering

- cringing

- crossing the arms

- curling into fetal position

- darting eyes

- distracted dialogue

- fast, shallow breathing

- fidgeting

- flared nostrils

- flushing

- furrowed brow

- gaping mouth

- gazing in all directions to search for danger

- glistening or damp eyes

- grabbing someone for protection or support

- gulping huge mouthfuls of air

- guzzling large quantities of water, beer, etc.

- hair-twirling

- heart attack

- heavy breathing

- hiding behind someone or something

- hugging oneself

- increasing personal space

- jerky movements

- jiggling change or keys in pocket

- licking the lips

- loss of bladder control

- minimal eye contact and staring elsewhere

- nail-biting

- pacing

- panic attack

- positioning an object in the path of danger

- protecting the back with a wall or barrier

- raising eyebrows and wrinkling brow

- rapid blinking

- recoiling

- repetitive behavior

- retreating in opposite direction of danger

- rubbing arms

- scratching

- screaming

- shaking or tapping feet or legs

- shrill voice

- sighing

- slouching or hunching

- squaring shoulders and assuming hostile stance

- squinting

- stepping backward

- stuttering

- sweating

- talking to oneself

- throat clearing

- tiptoeing

- trembling hands, lips, and chin

- tugging on an ear

- tugging on hair

- turning away

- visible pulse in neck

- vomiting

- whimpering or unrestrained weeping

- whispering

- white-knuckled grasp of objects

- wide eyes, which might elevate to staring

- wincing

- wringing hands

Show or tell?

If you rely on adjectives, you’ll probably be telling. Keep that in mind as you review the following lists.

Mild fear could be described by the following adjectives:

agitated, apprehensive, bothered, cautious, concerned, disconcerted, disquieted, disturbed, doubtful, edgy, flustered, fretful, hesitant, ill-at-ease, jumpy, nervous, on edge, perturbed, rattled, tense, timid, timorous, troubled, uneasy, unsettled

Moderate fear requires stronger adjectives:

alarmed, angst-ridden, anxious, daunted, demoralized, discomposed, dismayed, dispirited, distraught, distressed, frightened, in a tizzy, intimidated, muddled, ruffled, scared, shaken, spooked, unnerved, upset, vexed, worried

Extreme fear demands extreme adjectives:

aghast, anguished, dazed, dumbfounded, freaked, horrified, horror-struck, hysterical, overwhelmed, panicked, paralyzed, petrified, scared stiff, shocked, sickened, staggered, stunned, stupefied, terrified, tormented, traumatized

Nouns that replace fear can inspire innovative phrasing.

Create expressions that rely on synonyms for fear. For example:

Fright fluttered in her chest.

Foreboding swelled in his gut.

Horror shot through him.

Caveat: Exercise caution to avoid purple prose.

Mark Twain and H.P. Lovecraft spoke of their characters being dazed with fright. Modern writers employ the phrase too, as evidenced by more than 2000 Google results. Cliché? Maybe. Probably best to coin something more original.

Here are a few nouns to get you started. Select those matching the level of fear appropriate for your characters.

A

agitation, agony, alarm, anguish, angst, anxiety, apprehension

 

C

concern

 

D

devastation, dismay, disquiet, distress, dread

 

F

foreboding, fright

 

H

horror

 

N

nervousness, numbness

 

P

panic

 

S

shock, stress

 

T

terror, torment, torture, trepidation

 

U

unease, uneasiness

 

W

worry

 

Leverage fear by introducing a phobia.

Adding hurdles for characters to overcome — or not overcome — provides opportunities for subplots. Mild symptoms can be exploited to add humor. An extreme phobia could motivate a character throughout an entire novel.

A few common phobias include:

acrophobia: fear of heights

This could involve pseudo-anxiety shown by a character not wanting to clean the eaves, or terror that prohibits someone from standing on


























	

cover.jpeg
Th.e
Writer's
Lexicon

Yolume I1

More D scriptions,
Overused Words,
nd Taboos

Kathy
Steinemann

Foreword by Anne R. Allen





