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      Before I ever published my first novel, I worked several different jobs. All of them, I maintain, have played a role in my success as an author (though perhaps the job of ‘haunted house zombie nurse’ has yet to fully manifest in my writing). It is undoubtedly my job as a technical writer, however, that has had the most impact on my writing.

      For those who aren’t familiar with technical writing, it is the discipline of writing clear instructional material. Technical writing organises information in a logical, intuitive manner so that it can be easily used. Technical writing is often applied to both manuals and general nonfiction writing. And frankly, it is difficult.

      If I were to sum up the main tenets of technical writing, they would be as follows:

      
        
          	
        Assume your reader knows nothing.
      

      	
        Expect your reader to be distracted.
      

      	
        Expect your reader to forget things.
      

      	
        Follow a consistent pattern.
      

      	
        Avoid ambiguity.
      

      	
        Repeat yourself often.
      

      	
        Repeat yourself often.
      

      

      

      All of these tenets can (and should!) be applied to writing fiction—but somehow, when I pick up books on creative writing, I never see such advice. Instead of advice on how to write clear, unambiguous text, in fact, I often find counterproductive advice! I see advice like “show, don’t tell” and “omit as many words as possible” and “respect your reader, instead of spelling things out for them”.

      This book is not those books. Instead, I am going to offer you an alternative perspective on writing, based on including as many readers as possible and making sure that you leave no one behind. As such, this is likely to be my single most controversial book. Don’t worry, I’m prepared—I’ve bought some plot armour to hold off the pitchforks.

      If you implement the advice in this book, you will find that readers rarely need to reread your sentences in order to understand them. You will find that readers are able to easily pick back up your book and re-immerse themselves in the story, even when they were previously forced to put the book down. You will find that readers are able to follow along with your story even when listening to music, watching Netflix out of the corner of their eye, or doing chores in between chapters. In short, this book will teach you the science of unblocking your reader.

      This book will not teach you the basics of English grammar. Though I do my best to give examples of grammatical terms when they appear, much of the advice in this book assumes that you can already diagram a simple English sentence. This book will not teach you how to write a compelling plot, nor will it teach you how to write artful, scintillating prose—nor will any of the advice in this book earn you the respect of your authorial peers, many of whom will likely take a red pen to your writing and confidently declare “don’t you know you should be showing instead of telling?”

      I do believe, however, that the advice in this book will make your readers’ lives easier. And that, more than anything else, has always been my goal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            OVERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      This book starts with a few short chapters of important context explaining the reasoning behind all of the techniques to follow. First, I open with a chapter titled The Word of Saint Strunk, wherein I explain the origin of several “timeless” rules of creative writing which you have likely heard before, and offer up some extra context for their use. After this history lesson, I discuss the concept of Reader Bandwidth and why it’s in your best interests as an author to minimise how much of this bandwidth your readers are forced to expend in order to understand your writing. Lastly, I define the statistical limits of the average reader’s attention span in Too Many Numbers.

      After establishing some context, I jump into some actual techniques to conserve reader bandwidth, starting at the narrative level. For the very first technique, I advise you to Remember the Glass Onion as a way to remind your readers of previous hints you’ve left them.

      I then move on to paragraph-level techniques, starting with the answer to the seemingly obvious question, What’s in a Paragraph? After this, I discuss an alteration to a classic rule you’ve likely already heard, called Show, then Tell. Lastly, I ask you to read a bit of dialogue and guess Who’s Speaking? in order to learn about ambiguous dialogue.

      At the sentence level, I start by examining What’s in a Sentence? Next, I move on to discuss several common sentence-level ambiguities and their solutions, starting with Why I Love the Oxford Comma. After this, I walk you through a bit of relevant gameshow trivia involving The Mat at the Top of the Hill in order to explain ambiguous prepositional phrases. I take a brief break in order to tell you why Negatives are Negative, before finally explaining the trouble with missing or mismatched subjects in a chapter titled Headless Clauses.

      At the very end of the book, I conclude with a Last Word and send you out to steal back your Oxford commas, once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE WORD OF SAINT STRUNK

          

        

      

    

    
      THE EDITOR’S BIBLE.

      The creative writing community quotes several rules as gospel, such as:

      
        
          	
        “Use the active voice”
      

      	
        “Use definite, specific, concrete language”
      

      	
        “Omit needless words”
      

      

      

      In fact, these rules originate from a book called The Elements of Style, written by William Strunk in 1918 (later edited and expanded by E.B. White).⁠1 The Elements of Style is probably the closest thing that editors have to a holy book. Thankfully, I am an acknowledged heretic who enjoys questioning holy rules.

      All joking aside, there are many fantastic rules and explanations in The Elements of Style, and I would still call it required reading for any author who wants to improve their grasp of clarity—in fact, given that the book is now in the public domain and therefore available for free on the Internet, writers have few good excuses not to read it. But while Strunk backed up many of his rules with excellent reasoning, a few of them were clearly born of simple preference. Worse by far, some of Strunk’s rules have since been stripped of their context and wildly corrupted into forms that he did not originally intend.

      In the rest of this book, I will sometimes reiterate rules from The Elements of Style, more or less by coincidence—as I have said, several of the rules in the book are helpful, and they happen to coincide with my own style of editing. Other times, I may contradict these rules entirely, either because I disagree with them or else because I’m Canadian (our punctuation sometimes follows British convention rather than American convention). Righteous editors may attempt to find and silence me for this heresy, which is why I live in the Great White North where they will have to walk uphill both ways in the snow in order to get to me.

      If you haven’t read The Elements of Style but are currently feeling inclined to protest on behalf of Saint Strunk, I will firstly assure you once again that his book is still an excellent read, and worthy of a place on every writer’s bookshelf. I will secondly leave you to ponder whether you also intend to defend some of Strunk’s more quarrelsome and less well-known advice, taken from the very same book.

      
        
        Hopefully. This once-useful adverb meaning “with hope” has been distorted and is now widely used to mean “I hope” or “it is to be hoped”. Such use is not merely wrong, it is silly.

      

      

      
        
        Insightful. The word is a suspicious overstatement for “perceptive”. If it is to be used at all, it should be used for instances of remarkably penetrating vision. Usually, it crops up merely to inflate the commonplace.

      

      

      
        
        Like has long been widely misused by the illiterate; lately, it has been taken up by the knowing and the well-informed, who find it catchy, or liberating, and who use it as though they were slumming.

      

      

      All saints have their blind spots, and though Mr Strunk was
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