
  [image: Cover]


  BEYOND STYLE


  Mastering the Finer Points of Writing


  By Gary Provost


  [image: ]


  A Crossroad Press Publication


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright 2015 the Estate of Gary Provost


  Represented by: Gail Provost Stockwell


   


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  Gary Provost is the author of eighteen fiction and nonfiction books, including Fatal Dosage: The True Story of a Nurse on Trial for Murder; Without Mercy: A True Story of Obsession and Murder Under the Influence; and Make Your Words Work. He has written thousands of stories, articles and columns for national, regional and local publications; humorous columns for more than 100 newspapers; and celebrity profiles for a dozen magazines. He is a popular speaker around the country and also conducts several writing seminars and workshops a year. He lives in Massachusetts.


  Book List


  The Dorchester Gas Tank


  Make Every Word Count


  The Pork Chop War


  The Freelance Writer’s Handbook


  Share the Dream (as Marion Chase)


  Good If It Goes (with Gail Levine-Freidus)


  One Hundred Ways to Improve Your Writing


  Popcorn (with Gail Levine-Provost)


  Fatal Dosage


  Finder (with Marilyn Greene)


  Beyond Style


  David and Max (with Gail Provost)


  Across the Border


  Without Mercy


  Make Your Words Work


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoyed this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any errors, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at your favorite online site that permits book reviews. These reviews help books to be more easily noticed.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  BEYOND STYLE


  I want to gratefully acknowledge permission to reprint the following material:


  Excerpt from The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald. Copyright © 1926 Charles Scribner’s Sons; copyright renewed 1953 Frances Scott Fitzgerald Lanahan. Reprinted with the permission of Charles Scribner’s Sons (Macmillan Company).


  Excerpt from The Collected Stories Of Isaac Bashevis Singer. Copyright © 1953; copyright renewed 1981, 1982 by Isaac Bashevis Singer. Reprinted with the permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux.


  Excerpt from A Catskiil Eagle by Robert B. Parker. Copyright © 1985 by Robert Parker. Reprinted with the permission of Delacorte Press.


  Excerpt from Children Of Light by Robert Stone. Copyright © 1985, 1986 Robert Stone. Reprinted with the permission of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.


  In June of 1987, I ran my first Writer’s Retreat Workshop at Senexet House in Woodstock, Connecticut. In order to make the WRW a success, I had to find thirteen writers who were willing to spend their money, give up their time, abandon their jobs and families for a while, and bring their writing hopes to Woodstock, all in the faith that I could help them grow as writers. Thanks to their commitment to their work, their good humor, and their talents, the workshop was a big success, we all grew as writers, and I had the most satisfying teaching experience of my career. And so this book is fondly dedicated to the members of the first graduating class of the Writer’s Retreat Workshop:


  Carolyn Biehler, Rick Brigham, Rachel Cann, Jody Hoisted, Maria Kohler, Jeff Levin, Gary Lines, Rea Martin, Milada Marsalka, Russ Rideout, Marcy Sakofsky, Ted Schlaegel, Guy Vallee.


  Contents


  Introduction


  PART ONE


  ONE: Style


  TWO: Pace


  THREE: Unity


  FOUR: Sound


  FIVE: Imagery


  Morning Coffee Break: Identification


  PART TWO


  SIX: Originality


  SEVEN: Credibility


  EIGHT: Subtlety


  NINE: Tension


  Afternoon Coffee Break: Time


  PART THREE


  TEN: Viewpoint


  ELEVEN: Form


  Closing Words


  Index


  Other Books of Interest


  Some of the material in this book appeared in different form in Writer’s Digest magazine. I want to thank Bill Brohaugh and Tom Clark at Writer’s Digest for their work on the original articles.


  At Writer’s Digest Books I want to thank Carol Cartaino, Jean Fredette, and especially, Sharon Rudd, who did such wonderful work in editing the book.


  Thanks also to the many writers whose good work I have used as examples in this book:


  Woody Allen, Cleveland Amory, Christopher R Andersen, Saul Bellow, Stanley Bing, Phillip Bingham, Michael Blowen, William Faulkner, William Goldman, Elizabeth Loftus, Gregory McDonald, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Edwin O’Connor, Erich Segal, Scott Spencer, Douglas Wallop, and Denise Worrell.


  And a special thanks to those writer-friends and friendly writers who shared with me some of their work, time, and knowledge:


  Jim Bellarosa, Anne Bemays, Lou Burnett, Phyllis Feurstein, Gary Goshgarian, Ellen Goodman, Ted Groff, Christopher Hewitt, Crosby Holden, Bonnie Ireland, Trish Janeshutz, Justin Kaplan, Christopher Keane, Ken Lizotte, Steve Lowe, Joe McGinniss, Marie Melville, Robert Parker, Gail Provost, Bob Reiss, Ruth Rosing, and Dan Wakefield.


  Introduction


  In 1980 Writer’s Digest Books published my first book, Make Every Word Count. It was a writing technique book for beginning writers. In retrospect, it seems a little presumptuous to think that my first book was about how to write well. But what the heck, the book is in its third printing, and eight years after it came out I am still very proud of it, which is more than I can say for some of the things I wrote fifteen years ago.


  When I wrote Make Every Word Count I was getting published in local newspapers, small literary magazines, and regional and national magazines. But back then I still thought of getting published as difficult.


  The most important thing I’ve learned since then is getting published is easy. Writing well is what’s hard.


  And why shouldn’t it be? You are, after all, trying to make a reader believe in a dream. With a scattering of black lines on white paper you are trying to convince him that movie stars and professional athletes are in the room with him talking about their work, that a voice is instructing him in the finer points of cooking chicken, that a pirate ship is on the horizon, that two hesitant lovers are finally kissing, that a space ship from the planet Zo is about to land.


  Of course it’s hard. You have nothing to work with but words and the unpredictable mind of a reader you have never met.


  Just because every bozo you meet in the grocery store tells you,, “Yeah, I’m thinking of writing a book myself,” doesn’t mean that writing is easy. Where is his book? Have you read it? No, because he discovered one rainy night that writing was harder than giving blood, that he had not the vaguest idea of even how to begin.


  Maybe you’re not getting published as often as you would like. Maybe you’re not getting published at all. There’s a good reason. It’s because writing well is so damned hard that your writing may not yet be good enough. If you can accept that fact, then you will probably succeed as a writer. If you resist it, if you blame your rejections on moronic editors, narrow-minded publishers, and a public that just doesn’t understand what you are trying to say, then your failure is as certain as tomorrow’s sunrise. You must have humility about your work. It is the only thing that can save you.


  I know what I’m talking about. When I was in my twenties I wrote seven wretched books that I thought were destined for best-sellerdom. I sent each to about thirty publishers and collected enough rejection slips to wallpaper a medium-sized garage. And each time a manuscript came back I thought,, “My God, this editor is an idiot!” I was astounded at the number of fools who were allowed to sit in editorial offices. Not only that, but somebody was letting these idiots read my short stories and articles, too, because those were also being rejected.


  Now I’m smarter. I know a lot more about good writing, and I know that constant rejection means only one thing: the writing isn’t good enough. It was true for me then, and it’s true for you now.


  Why is that so hard for us to accept? One reason is that our writing is so personal. When someone says our writing is not good, they pierce the skin. It feels as if they have come very close to saying we are no good. People used to tell me things that were wrong with my stories, and I would go cold and stony on them. Of course, when I got home I’d make the changes, but still, I was hurt. That’s human nature. The other reason we have trouble accepting the fact that our writing isn’t good enough is much simpler. It looks great to us. And hell, we ought to know. We wrote it.


  That is at once the cruelest and the kindest thing about writing. The cruelty is that we can write something that’s quite atrocious, and if we are new to the craft it will look wonderful to us. We all think our baby is beautiful. No wonder we’re shocked when it is spumed. I’ve written a lot of stories that I thought were fabulous, and now I know they were best used as kitty litter. I can guarantee that if you are getting rejected regularly the pages you wrote today will make you want to vomit next year.


  The kindness, of course, is that the delusion that our writing is good writing is the thing that keeps us going until the writing really is good.


  Please write this on a piece of paper and tape it over your desk: If I am not writing well enough to get published, then I am not qualified to judge the merit of my own work.


  An introduction in a book like this is supposed to be inspirational. It’s supposed to make you feel good about your writing, enthusiastic, hopeful. And by now you’re probably wondering,, “What the hell kind of inspiration is this, Gary, telling me that writing well is hard and that my writing is lousy?”


  But think about it. If I told you that your writing is fine but that the peculiarities of editors and other machinations of the publishing world had conspired to leave you out, I would be telling you that there is no hope. Your fate would not be in your hands. But I’m telling you that constant rejection means you are not writing well enough yet, and that means that you have control of the situation. You, not them. All you have to do is work harder and study more and keep an open mind about your writing. Be persistent, be humble, and be curious, and your writing dreams will come true. I know this for a fact, and that’s why I wrote this book.


  Since Make Every Word Count I have sold one category romance novel, four novels for children, one book on the business of being a freelance writer, one writing book for a general audience, one nonfiction sports book, two true crime dramas, and two movies. During that time I have also published hundreds of magazine articles, short stories, newspaper columns, and even two poems. I have won the National Jewish Book Award without being Jewish, and I came close to being the new Ann Landers without being a woman. For ten years in my twenties I couldn’t get a word published, and now writing dreams come true for me every day.


  I still don’t know all there is to know about writing. I still make mistakes. I’m still learning.


  But I have grown. So have the readers of Make Every Word Count.


  And so have you.


  I wanted to write a book about writing fiction and nonfiction that reflects growth, that goes beyond Make Every Word Count, beyond style, beyond the work you can do in sentences, and into the soul of good writing.


  Make Every Word Count is largely about things you can see—active verbs, clichés, character tags, etc. It includes points of writing technique that can be isolated in words or sentences, the kind of thing I can point to and say, “take this out” or, “put this in.” Beyond Style contains many of those points, but primarily it is about things you can’t see because they are not located on any one line or page in the manuscript. Beyond Style is about invisible things like the relationship between form and content; proportion and pacing; slant and theme; plot tension and surface tension; how to keep the reader under the reading spell; and how to orchestrate the sound of your writing.


  You don’t have to read Make Every Word Count or any other writing book before you read this. While I have written this book with a slightly advanced audience in mind, I have tried to ground all my discussions in language and ideas that will make the beginner comfortable. For that reason some of what I wrote in Make Every Word Count and some of the things you have read in other books will be repeated here.


  Every chapter in this book is for writers of fiction and nonfiction. There is nothing here that should be discarded by the writer who works exclusively in one form or the other. The best fiction writers of the past have influenced the greatest journalists of our time, and they in turn are influencing the new writers of fiction. Increasingly, the difference between nonfiction and fiction is one of content, not of form or technique. So read the book with your own projects in mind, whether they are fiction or nonfiction, but read all of it.


  The book is in three sections. In Section One, chapters on Style, Pace, Unit, Sound, and Imagery will show you how to make the reading experience pleasant and easy. But a reader won’t stick with a story just because it is easy to read. It must also be compelling, and in Section Two we will discuss the qualities that make a piece of reading compelling, in chapters on Originality, Credibility, Subtlety, and Tension.


  And finally, after you have learned to make the reading experience easy, pleasant, and compelling, you want to maintain consistency; you want to avoid shattering the reader’s reading dream. We will discuss that in chapters on Viewpoint and Form. Between the sections I have inserted, “coffee breaks,” during which we will discuss Identification and Time.


  You’ll find that many of the points made in one chapter could just as well be made in another, and sometimes they will be. That’s because writing is an art, not a science, and it can never be sliced into even pieces.


  In this book you will find what I have learned about good writing. My teachers have been my own mistakes, occasional editors who have been kind enough to set me straight, and my students. In 19861 offered a manuscript criticism service by mail. In 19871 started my Writer’s Retreat Workshops. People often ask me why I do these things. One reason is that I learn more about writing by critiquing manuscripts and teaching at my workshops than I ever would have learned in college if I had gone.


  You, too, will learn from some of my students. Several of them have generously allowed me to publish excerpts from their work. I am particularly proud of the students (ranging in age, incidentally, from twenty to seventy-nine) whose work appears here. The nature of this book requires that, in most cases, I show you not the things they are doing right but something they did wrong. Surely having your mistakes discussed in public is no more fun than having a tooth filled. But the willingness to have his manuscript held up for constructive criticism is often the difference between a writer whose work ends up in print and the writer whose work ends up in the attic.


  I’ve tried not to write an introduction that says, “Writing is easy; all you have to do is follow the advice in this book.” That would be dishonest. I’ve told you how very hard writing is because it is. But I haven’t told you this to discourage you. I’ve told you to encourage you. Because if you’re frustrated with your writing, if you’re growing pessimistic, if you are sometimes visited with despair as I was—that sickening feeling that you could write forever and never get published—then perhaps it is because you thought learning to write well was going to be easy. Now that you know how very, very hard it is, you can see how well you are really doing. I can’t promise that writing will get any easier, but I do promise that after you read this book your writing will be much better.


  So these are the finer points of writing, and after you have mastered them you will see things in your work that are invisible now. You will see mistakes in every old manuscript and opportunities in every new one.


  PART ONE


  ONE


  Style


  If you’ve never read a book on style, you can still read this book and nothing bad will happen. But my assumption with this book is that the reader has done a good deal of writing, and perhaps published some of it. He or she may have taken a few writing courses and has probably read some books about writing style, such as The Elements of Style or basic writing books that have large sections on style, such as Make Every Word Count. So in this book I am not going to spend many pages on the rules of style.


  However, everything about writing bears repeating, so this section is a brief course in style for those who have not been exposed to it, and a refresher for those who have.


  What Style Is


  Style is not what you write but how you write it. Style is the form, not the content. The following sentences all have the same content, the same information, but they have different styles.


  It could not be used. It was useless.


  It failed to function.


  Junk, pure junk!


  It was as useless as a rule book at a riot.


  So what’s the right style? All of them. Voltaire said, “Every style that is not boring is a good one.”


  Rules of Style


  The rules of style are not like the rules of arithmetic. Nobody can prove that one way is better than another. But there are valid generalizations about which writing techniques create the most interesting, most compelling reading, and when those generalizations can be applied to individual sentences, they are called “rules of style.” No rule of style should be followed 100 percent of the time. Writing is an art, not a science, and there are many times in your writing when the “wrong” way is the right way because of the context, or the mood you are trying to create. But a fair guideline is this: Always obey the rule of style unless you know why you think the writing works better some other way.


  Avoid Wordiness


  This has two meanings. It means avoid using more words than you need. Don’t write, “In terms of my education I got a diploma from Resnikoff College, which I graduated from on June 10 in the spring of 1964.” Write, “I graduated from Resnikoff College on June 10, 1964.”


  “Avoid wordiness” also means don’t use long, abstract, unfamiliar words when you can use simple, concrete, common words. In other words, don’t write like a lawyer. Don’t write, “Herewith enclosed for your consideration are the instruments of liability waiver made mandatory by the requirement that we eschew any litigation contingencies.” Write, “Here are the releases we have to sign so we won’t get sued.” When you write, reach for the rhythms of spoken language. Reading your words should be as easy as listening to an articulate speaker.


  Show, Don’t Tell


  This is the only rule of style that often requires you to use more words, not fewer, so you cannot practice it all the time, “Show, don’t tell” means don’t give the reader words when you can give her pictures. Don’t write, “Todd’s movement was very fast,” when you can write, “Todd ran like a fox.”


  Use the Active Voice


  The active voice means that the subject of a sentence is doing the action of the sentence., “The house was surrounded by Major Garonovitch and his helpers” is a passive-voice sentence., “Major Garonovitch and his helpers surrounded the house” is an active-voice sentence.


  Say Things in a Positive Way


  If you write about two teenagers exploring a quarry who come upon a cave and you write, “There was no light in the cave,” the first thing the reader will see is the light that’s not there. You are writing in a negative way; you are telling the reader what is not true. But if you write in a positive way, “The cave was dark,” you communicate to the reader what you are really trying to show him: darkness.


  Be Specific


  If I tell you that a dog attacked me when I was coming home from the Food World today, you get a vague picture about a general dog. If I tell you specifically,, “A poodle attacked me,” you can see my scene much more clearly.


  Use Strong Verbs


  Don’t use vague verbs that are boosted by adverbs. Don’t write, “The senator ate quickly,” if you can write, “the senator gobbled,” or, “The senator wolfed.”


  Don’t use weak general verbs like walk, cry, fall, and touch if the situation calls for plod, weep, collapse, and caress.


  Don’t Reach for Style


  If a style of writing doesn’t come easily to you, then it’s probably not coming easily to the reader either. Style is not something that you add to the subject matter like adding water to cake mix. Style is embedded in the material. It can’t be poured in or sifted out.


  Don’t try to write your piece on dog collars “like Erma Bombeck,” or your short story, “like Ernest Hemingway.” Style must come from who you are not who you wish you were. Just relax and write as well as you can. Style will take care of itself.


  Style Is Simplicity


  Here are the beginnings of three novels:


  The book of ballads published by Von Humboldt Fleisher in the Thirties was an immediate hit. Humboldt was just what everyone had been waiting for. Out in the Midwest I had certainly been waiting eagerly, I can tell you that. An avant-garde writer, the first of a new generation, he was handsome, fair, large, serious, witty, he was learned. This guy had it all.


  I wasn’t bom yet so it was Cousin Gowan who was there and big enough to see and remember and tell me afterward when I was big enough for it to make sense. That is, it was Cousin Gowan plus Uncle Gavin or maybe Uncle Gavin rather plus Cousin Gowan. He—Cousin Gowan—was thirteen. His grandfather was Grandfather’s brother, so by the time it got down to us, he and I didn’t know what cousin to each other we were. So he just called all of us except Grandfather, “cousin” and all of us except Grandfather called him, “cousin” and let it go at that.


  On the day they were going to kill him, Santiago Nasar got up at five-thirty in the morning to wait for the boat the bishop was coming on. He’d dreamed he was going through a grove of timber trees where a gentle drizzle was falling, and for an instant he was happy in his dream, but when he awoke he felt completely spattered with bird shit.


  Consider those three paragraphs. Look at the style. Are they weighted with symbolism? Are they lined with beautiful metaphors?


  Are they knotted into great and complex poetry? Are they deep? Do they mean so much that they must be read three times to be understood?


  No. They are all simple, direct, unpretentious. The style in each is unadorned, and every sentence is like an arrow aimed at exactly what it means to say. Each author is trying to do just one thing, tell a story.


  The three paragraphs are the work of Nobel Prize winners. The first is from Humboldt’s Gift, by Saul Bellow, the second from The Town, by William Faulkner, and the last from Chronicle of a Death Foretold, by Gabriel Garcia Marquez.


  Now you know the secret of good writing style. And you also know how to get to Stockholm.


  Style Is Everything


  There are many other rules of style, but these are the ones that have to be respected in almost every paragraph that you write. Many other rules of style concern punctuation and grammar, which are not the province of this book. And I’m ignoring several other rules of style here, such as, “work from a suitable design,” because they will be covered when we discuss larger subjects like unity and subtlety.


  I said that in this book I wouldn’t spend many pages on the rules of style. But in a larger sense everything in this book, and all other writing technique books, is about style. Martin Amis said, “Style is everything and nothing. It is not that, as is commonly supposed, you get your content and soup it up with style; style is absolutely embedded in the way you perceive.”


  TWO


  Pace


  The paperback dictionary I always keep within arm’s reach says that pace means, “the rate of movement or progress.” As we discuss it here, I am thinking about the overall pace of your article, story, or book. But I’m also thinking about the pace of that story at any given sentence or paragraph. A few slow passages in an otherwise fast-moving story can be as distressing to a reader as a few long traffic jams in an otherwise fast trip. So along with pace, we’ll be talking about proportion and balance, and avoiding traffic jams.


  Luggage


  When an editor says, “I hate the pace of your story,” or words to that effect, he sometimes means that the pace is too fast, or it’s inconsistent and jarring. But 90 percent of the time he means the pace is too slow. The story drags. It’s boring.


  Your story has got to move fast. But that doesn’t mean that you have to mount your reader on a rocket and hurl her through space. A nice leisurely horse and carriage ride can also be pleasant, “Keep the story moving” means that your story should always feel as if it is moving with maximum efficiency. If it’s a horse and a carriage ride, fine, but don’t make it feel as if the horse is near death and the wheels are square.


  It’s all a matter of luggage. Yes, luggage. If you don’t believe me, just walk down the street with two loaded suitcases in your hands, then walk down the street without them. Luggage can slow down any vehicle, whether it’s a horse-drawn carriage or a Ferrari. So what are you going to do, drive to Pennsylvania without any clean shirts? No. You’re going to drive to Pennsylvania without your tool kit and your silverware and all the other things you don’t need in Pennsylvania. In order to make your story move at maximum efficiency you must get rid of the excess luggage.


  Rich description, detailed characterization, and extended dialogue are not necessarily excess luggage. They can be very valuable luggage and you don’t want to toss them out on the highway just for the sake of a faster pace. What you do want to jettison is the luggage you don’t need. Throw away that rusty old baby carriage that you jammed into the trunk even though the last baby is already in college. Get rid of that leaden bowling ball that you haven’t rolled since Gerald Ford was president. And abandon once and for all that garish purple and green thing that Uncle Charlie gave you three Christmases ago. You’re never going to use it; you don’t even know what it is. We’re talking junk here, ugly, heavy, worthless junk. That’s what makes cars sluggish, and that’s what makes stories sluggish.


  I find junk in all of the manuscripts I read, including my own first drafts.


  Most of the junk comes in the form of unnecessary words. By this point in your career, you’ve probably read and heard a lot about unnecessary words, so I’ll be brief.


  A word is unnecessary if it is not doing any work, if it’s doing work that doesn’t have to be done, or if it’s doing work that’s being done by other nearby words.


  To come up with a few examples I’ve looked into a manuscript sent to me by Arlene Scott. Arlene was at the beginning of her writing career, and she sent me a novel called Love Lost. This happens to be fiction, but the mistakes are just as common in nonfiction. I was impressed by Arlene’s sense of storytelling and just the fact that she had completed a novel made me optimistic about her writing future. But like many of the writers I hear from, she had created a story that could be compared to a sleek and beautiful racing car that had been buried under so much junk that it could hardly move faster than forty miles an hour. In critiquing her I told her to shovel away all that junk, so that her readers could enjoy a fast ride in her beautiful car.


  I told Arlene to be on the lookout for words and phrases that took up space but didn’t bring any new information.


  Compare


  But for some reason today there was only a handful of shoppers.


  with:


  Today there was only a handful of shoppers.


  The phrase, “but for some reason” is meaningless. It doesn’t tell the reader anything she doesn’t already know.


  At one point Arlene had her heroine, Linda, go to the liquor cabinet and pour a stiff drink into a glass “from one of the bottles.” That phrase was doing no work. Of course the drink was from one of the bottles.


  Arlene also tended to use diluters like almost a lot.


  She wrote, “A whiff of expensive perfume almost got Linda’s attention for a moment as she moved slowly …”


  Well, the whiff must have gotten Linda’s attention or she wouldn’t know that it was expensive or even that it was there.


  Later Arlene wrote, “It almost seemed as if he timed his visits to his father when he knew he wouldn’t be home.”


  Arlene didn’t mean “It almost seemed.” She meant “It seemed.” You can catch these kinds of unnecessary words by looking more carefully at what you’ve written and thinking about what it says.


  Like many new writers, Arlene also tended to create unnecessary luggage by using passive language. Many writers, for example, write something like “John was able to climb the drain pipe and sneak into Elena’s bedroom,” instead of “John climbed the drain pipe and sneaked into Elena’s bedroom.” Don’t say that somebody was able to do something when you mean to say that he did it.


  Each of these words and phrases that Arlene yanked from her story weighs about as much as a quarter-inch nail. Not very heavy. But try filling the back seat of your car with sacks of quarter-inch nails and see how fast you go.


  I’ve given you just a few examples of unnecessary words that can keep your story from running at maximum efficiency. You can probably think of hundreds of others. If not, you should review the discussions of unnecessary words in books that are primarily about style, such as Make Every Word Count (Writer’s Digest Books), 100 Ways to Improve Your Writing (New American Library), and the excellent Getting the Words Right: How to Revise, Edit and Rewrite, by Theodore Cheney (Writer’s Digest Books). We’ll also talk more about this in the chapter on “Subtlety.”


  The Lead


  You must get your story off to a good start. Editors will not read through several slow pages to see if things pick up later. The first few paragraphs are the most important. That’s when the reader decides if he’s going to stay for the ride. You must set a fast pace as soon as the starting gun is fired. Remember, this doesn’t mean you have to go at breakneck speed. It means you must move with maximum efficiency while carrying all the luggage that’s necessary for your particular story. You must write a good lead.


  Many writers make the reader
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