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  Introduction


  Writing dreams do come true.


  For many years I was the person who was always doing what you have just done, picking up books about writing technique, hoping they would help me get closer to that fantasy of being a published writer. I was a dreadful writer, I really was. But in the past fifteen years I have published five novels, five books for writers, a sports book, a thousand magazine articles, short stories and newspaper articles, two poems, and four true crime books, one of which was made into a movie. I have won the National Jewish Book Award without being Jewish, and I came close to being the new Ann Landers, without being female. In my twenties I couldn’t even get a word published. Now writing dreams come true for me every day.


  They come true because I learned how to write well, and in this book I will tell you 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, several of whom have generously allowed me to publish excerpts from their work.


  What you will learn here applies to your fiction and your 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 have influenced the greatest journalists of the present, and they, in turn, have been influencing the new writers of fiction. Increasingly, the difference between nonfiction and fiction is one of content, not of form or technique.


  There is only one quality that I ask you to bring to this book. Humility about your writing. You cannot succeed without it. You must have the humility to know that writing that looks clever to you might be boring, that something beautifully written might be unnecessary, that something very personal to you might be meaningless to distant readers. You must accept the fact that a trained editor might see in your work liabilities that you thought were assets. And you must be capable of erasing any sentence you have written, if informed and unprejudiced voices can lead you to the truth about it.


  If you can do that, the battle is already won. Read the book.


  Do the exercises. Read the book again. When we are done you will have a greater understanding of what it is that makes writing work for the reader. Your writing dreams won’t come true the next morning. Nor will they come true the following week. But if you take these lessons to heart and keep plugging away, they will come true. You will succeed as a writer just as I have succeeded, not because this book will close the gap between you and your writing dreams, but because you will have learned how to close it.


  Chapter One


  Some Questions Answered


  Can Writing Be Taught?


  No. Throw this book away.


  Yes, yes, of course writing can be taught.


  I’m not sure why this question keeps coming up, but it does. People ask it of me and of all writers, at parties and bus stops, and I feel like replying, “Geez, I dunno. I didn’t use to know how to write good but now I do, so yeah, I s’pose it can be taught.”


  My friend Frank plays the mandolin, and nobody has ever asked him if mandolin playing can be taught.


  Anyhow, yes, writing can be taught. This assumes a certain basic understanding of language, just as the teaching of accounting assumes an ability to add and subtract. It’s true that some people will never get the hang of writing well, just as some people never get the hang of riding a bicycle. There are always exceptions. But good writing, writing that works, does contain observable, repeatable phenomena, and the person who has noted them can “impart knowledge or skill; give instruction; provide knowledge of; cause to learn by example or experience.” Those are my dictionary’s definitions of teach.


  However, to teach writing one must first make some arbitrary distinctions. A piece of writing is not like a car, for example, where something is either a carburetor or a spark plug, no matter how you hold it or where you view it from. You can’t unscrew and yank out one part of writing and drop it in a bag without dragging along chunks of all the other parts, but for the purposes of teaching writing we pretend that you can do just that.


  If I wanted to teach you how to make a car, it would not be enough just to march you down to your local Chevrolet dealer and have stare through the showroom window at a new red Cavalier. I’d have to throw open the hood, rip off the doors, thresh out every screw and wire in that car, and lay the parts across the floor. Then I would have to piece them all back together again so that you could see how the car was made. In fact, I would have to do this several times for you to understand.


  So to teach you to write, I’ll pretend that it’s like a car as I break writing down into parts called description, or dialogue, or style. But because writing is not really like a car, the part that I call style, for example, won’t look exactly like the part that another author or teacher calls style.


  As you read this book you will hear many ideas repeated in different ways. That’s because writing rules overlap. They dovetail. Tickle one and another giggles. When you follow the style rules be specific or use active voice, you often eliminate words, so you avoid wordiness. When we discuss dialogue, you’ll see that one purpose of dialogue is to characterize. When we discuss characterization, you’ll see that one way to create characters is through dialogue. And so forth.


  Any collection of words can be many different parts of writing, depending on how you look at it.


  Consider this sentence:


  Beneath the left-hand pocket of his corduroy jacket, bulging like a tumor, was the pearl-handled revolver Leo always carried out of fear that Chinese bandits were going to kidnap him.


  Think about that pearl-handled revolver for a minute. What element of writing is it? Is it description? Is it style? Is it characterization?


  It’s all of them, depending, as I say, on how you look at it.


  It is description, because the pearl handle gives you a color and a texture to see, and the shape of the revolver creates a memorable bump that will summon to mind the larger picture of Leo. It is style, because I said revolver when I could have said gun, or pistol, or piece, all of which would have given you a slightly different sense of the weapon. The pearl-handled revolver is also characterization, since it embodies the raging paranoia that is one of Leo’s character traits.


  So when you make the right choices, every word will count, and if you’ve just learned that, then you know for sure that writing can be taught.


  What Do You Mean by “Writing That Works”?


  By writing that works, I mean writing that does the job it’s supposed to do, whether that job is to inform, entertain, anger, or instruct. Writing does not work if it only entertains when it is supposed to instruct. It does not work if it only angers when it is supposed to educate. Whether a piece of writing has been put together to convey factual information or to create images in a story, it should be judged not on good grammar or adherence to the rules of composition (both of which are tools, not goals), but on how well it does its job.


  Does it work? Does this word reveal my character’s feeling?


  Does this sentence convey the popularity of stock car racing?


  Does this paragraph communicate the feeling of despair these refugees have?


  For any given idea there exists a variety of technically and grammatically correct word combinations that can be used to communicate it. But each word combination alters the idea. It is the form the writer chooses, the words he picks out, that determines the content of his work, what he really says, and whether or not the writing works. For example, here are two grammatically correct sentences about the same fact:


  The twenty-seven-year-old father of three little boys died last Friday afternoon in an accident at work.


  Twenty-seven-year-old Hubie Humwicker drowned Friday afternoon when he tumbled into a three hundred-gallon vat of chocolate syrup.


  Both sentences are accurate and readable, but I controlled your reaction to the information by the facts and words I chose to use, and the writing in either sentence is good only if it is consistent with the effect I wanted. With the first sentence I wanted you to feel sad for three kids. In the second sentence I wanted you to smile. If I had wanted you to feel sad and yet still told you about the vat of chocolate syrup, the writing would not have worked.


  Writing that works is also writing that assigns a job to every word in a sentence. Every word, every sentence, every paragraph must be doing some work or it should be fired. You don’t need a pink slip. You need a blue pencil or a large wastebasket.


  The writing that has worked in the past is an enormous body of evidence we can sift through for clues to good writing.


  The successful writers of today, the ones who are getting published and cashing checks, are those who recognize what made someone else’s writing work. Writing that works is writing that works every day for the average professional writer. With that in mind, my examples will not be extracted exclusively from the works of Nobel Prize winners and dead Russian novelists.


  What, No Dostoevski?


  If you go into the library and thumb through books about writing (the 808 section in a Dewey decimal system library; the P section if it’s on the Library of Congress system), you’ll find that many authors proffer a bit of advice and then wheel out the excerpts from Fyodor Dostoevski and Henry James to prove the advice is sound. While it’s nice to know some great writers have honored some good rules of writing, it’s more important to realize that these rules have worked for published writers in general. So, with all due respect to Henry James, his work will not be appearing in this book.


  I have a large bookcase containing around three hundred books—paperbacks, mostly. Among them are bestsellers, such as Irving Wallace’s The Plot and James Michener’s Centennial; books that were made into movies, such as Dog Day Afternoon by Patrick Mann; and books that can’t be filmed, such as Getting Things Done by Edwin C. Bliss. This motley collection includes fiction, like James Kirkwood’s Some Kind of Hero, and nonfiction, like Alan Moorehead’s The White Nile. There are books like Marilyn by the famous Norman Mailer and books like Son of The Great American Novel by the not-so-famous James Fritzhand. No logic, no pattern shapes this collection. It represents nobody’s recommended reading list. It’s just a bunch of books, and the only thing they have in common is that I bought them, borrowed them, received them as gifts, or had them bequeathed to me by the previous tenants of some of the crummy apartments I’ve lived in. These books represent neither the best nor the worst of writing. What they do represent is writing that’s being published and bought today, writing that’s bringing some money and some fame to its authors, writing that works.


  Throughout this book, whenever I need a published example to make a point I will either write it myself, clip it out of a newspaper or magazine, or cull it from one of those three hundred books.


  If I lead you to believe that something is an important key to good writing, and then I have to go rummaging through the public library for proof because I can’t find a single example out of three hundred miscellaneous published books, then I’m wrong. It’s not important.


  And, incidentally, while we’re on the subject of “good writing,” what exactly does that mean? Well, for our purposes in this book good writing means “writing that can get published.” A hard definition, perhaps, but useful. If you’re planning to write stories and hide them in a bureau drawer, you can write any way you want. The techniques in this book are for people who want to publish their work and get paid for it. So every piece of advice that I give you here is my way of saying, “If you do this, it will bring your work closer to being publishable.”


  Do I Have to Do the Exercises?


  Hey, it’s your life; you can do whatever you want. But I think your writing will improve faster if you do the exercises. Think of them as games. You don’t have to write in the book or make neat columns of numbers. Just grab a pen and some scrap paper and crank up your imagination. Write silly answers if that makes you feel good. (It always makes me feel good.)


  Don’t feel pressured to get “right” answers. There’s no score.


  These exercises are not supposed to produce Pulitzer Prize-winning prose. They are intended merely to tickle your creativity and help you put into action some of the techniques presented in this book.


  One Final Question, Gary; Why Is Getting Published So Hard?


  It’s not. The most important thing I’ve learned in my career is that 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 spaceship 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 bestseller-dom. 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 I knew that 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 spurned. 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.


  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.


  Chapter Two


  Style


  It’s Not Just What You Say …


  Once upon a time I wanted to learn about the human brain.


  On one of my exciting trips to the laundromat I stopped at the library and grabbed a couple of brain books off the shelves without browsing through them. A few days later when I found the time to sit back and look at them, I devised a simple test for deciding which book to read. I picked up the first book, flipped to a page at random, and stabbed my finger at it. I landed on this sentence:


  But does the greater spontaneity and speed of assimilatory coordination between schemata fully explain the internalization of behavior, or does representation begin at the present level, thus indicating the transition from sensory-motor intelligence to genuine thought?


  Then I grabbed the other brain book, flipped it open, poked in my finger, and landed on this:


  If a frog’s eyes are rotated 180 degrees, it will move its tongue in the wrong direction for food and will literally starve to death as a result of the inability to compensate for the distortion.


  Which book do you think I read?


  Which book would you have read?


  Both were written by experts on the subject, but unless the reader is also an expert, there is no contest in the fight for reader attention. The second one is just better writing.


  The author of the second book used visual images to put what he understands into a form that I understand. I can see that confused little frog’s eyes rotating and his tongue shooting off in the wrong direction, while assimilatory coordination stuffed into a sentence with schemata, internalization, and sensory-motor intelligence leaves me more confused than even that frog.


  The second author also won me as a reader for the same reason that you will make more friends in Burundi if you brush up on your Swahili. He spoke to me in my language.


  The expert who wrote the first sentence spoke to me in his own language.


  The author’s use of visual images and accessible language should establish more firmly in your mind something you already knew when you picked up this book: Style does make a difference. It’s not just what you write that matters; it’s how you write it.


  Although too many editors these days emphasize the story, the content, the subject, over the technical abilities of the writer, good writers can make any subject interesting, while incompetent writers can make anything dull.


  While you should strive to make all of your writing lively, you should know that you’re going to have to work harder at it if your raw material is less than thrilling, such as advertising copy, a sales report, or an essay on time management in the insurance industry. One might even imagine a mathematical formula that says writing that works must be well written in inverse proportion to how dull the subject matter is.


  Tomorrow morning you can trot down to your local newsstand and pick up some enormously successful paperbacks that are not well written. However, chances are that they will be about matters intrinsically and universally fascinating, such as the sex lives of last year’s Oscar winners.


  If, on the other hand, to use a ridiculously unlikely example, someone managed to write a bestselling ode to biology, crammed full of thoughts on such sleep-inducing matters as ant behavior, bacteria, mitochondria, and symbiotic relationships, the style would have to sparkle; it would have to be so clear and sharp that it immediately sliced through the reader’s resistance to the subject matter. Impossible?


  Not at all. Such books, rare though they may be, are written and do succeed. Outnumbered as they are by their ponderous counterparts, they shine like jewels. .


  One such rarity was written by Dr. Lewis Thomas, who imagined that people in the street might read about biology if he could put what he understood into language they understood. Thomas wrote The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher, won the National Book Award for it, and sold a lot of copies.


  Why? Was it because of his credentials as a scientist? Of course not. There are millions of scientists who will never reach a popular audience. They are good scientists, but they can’t write like this:


  Viewed from the distance of the moon, the astonishing thing about the earth, catching the breath, is that it is alive. The photographs show the dry, pounded surface of the moon in the foreground, dead as an old bone. Aloft, floating free beneath the moist, gleaming membrane of the bright blue sky, is the rising earth, the only exuberant thing in this part of the cosmos. If you could look long enough, you would see the swirling of the great drifts of white cloud, covering and uncovering the half-hidden masses of land. If you had been looking for a very long geologic time, you could have seen the continents themselves in motion, drifting apart on their crustal plates, held afloat by the fire beneath. It has the organized, self-contained look of a live creature, full of information, marvelously skilled in handling the sun.


  Yes, the story is important; the subject matter is the big draw. But it will help immensely if you can learn to write of the “dry, pounded surface” that is “dead as an old bone,” the “gleaming membrane of bright blue sky,” and the “crustal plates, held afloat by the fire beneath.” Thomas’s book didn’t sell because of what he wrote about, but because of how he wrote about it.


  I once worked as assistant managing editor of the UU World, which you probably never heard of unless you happen to be a Unitarian Universalist. One of my functions in that job was to receive a lot of dreadfully written material about great Unitarian or Universalist historical figures, people like Michael Servetus, Origen, and Francis David. The information I got about these people arrived in the form of church-anniversary brochures, sermons that someone thought would make good editorials, or short histories written for no apparent reason.


  These treatises on the giants: of liberal religion were not only of scant interest to the general public, they seemed carefully crafted to lull even a dedicated Unitarian Universalist into a state of catatonia. I realized that I had come to think of Servetus, David, and their cohorts as dull, when in reality they were colorful, exciting men who had the misfortune to be chronicled in words not wisely chosen.


  I was cured of this misconception when a booklet called 400 Years showed up on my desk. Yet another history of Francis David and King John Sigismund, this one was nineteen pages long and was issued by the First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis. I’m sure I must have groaned and braced myself for boredom when I picked it up, knowing I would have to read at least three pages before I could in good conscience throw it away. But this one was different. The project had been put in the hands of someone who could write. His name is Edward Darling, and his booklet began:


  During the dark and bloody days of the Emperor Charles V and the vicious, tooth and claw free-for-all between the Holy Roman Empire and the Sultan for the control of eastern Europe, there developed in Transylvania a true-life drama the likes of which the world had never seen. It was an almost incredible happening which is still regarded by scholars as a miracle of history. And it was played out on a stage wide enough to include Buba and Constantinople—although the central action was in the Land Beyond the Forest—Transylvania.


  Of course I read on. Wouldn’t you? Material I had always resisted now attracted me. How had Edward Darling captured me as a reader?


  I read Darling’s 400 Years for the same reason I read the brain book by the author who wrote of the frog that moved its tongue in the wrong direction, for the same reason I read


  Lewis Thomas’s Lives of a Cell. Each of these writers presented material I could have gotten a dozen other places.


  There was nothing unique about the substance of their work, but “the way in which something is said or done as distinguished from its substance” made all the difference.


  (That’s my dictionary’s definition of style.) They had all captured me with their style.


  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.”


  As you read books about writing and take writing classes, you will find that style is one of those writing terms that never seem to mean the same thing twice. You cannot corral it into one neat definition any more than you can stuff a cloud into a burlap bag. It’s vague. It’s fluid. It wriggles when you try to grab it.


  When I began to outline this section, I came to the disconcerting conclusion that half of everything I wanted to say in this book could legitimately be deposited in a chapter on Style. Some jerk could even come along and nail me good with the argument that all writing instruction is about style, because style is the way a thing is said, not what is said. All writing can be viewed as style because, even though there are other aspects to writing (such as description, dialogue, and characterization), words or phrases can be many different things at one time, depending on how you look at them. This section of the book is about one way of looking at them, a way that is called style.


  Now that we have a few thousand years of written language behind us, we’ve begun to notice that some stuff gets read and some stuff gets tossed directly into the wastebasket. If we study enough of both kinds, we begin to see some common denominators; we observe how some words in certain combinations can hold readers and how some turn them off.


  In other words, writing that works and writing that doesn’t work. These observations, especially when applied to writing in general, are called 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. 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.


  Eschew Verbosity


  Sooner or later in your writing career, a teacher or an editor will return a manuscript with the notation “too wordy.”


  Wordiness, as generally used by teachers, editors, and writers, has two possible meanings. One is the second definition in my dictionary: “Expressed in or using more words than are necessary to convey meaning.” We’ll get to that soon.


  The other way you can be guilty of wordiness is by using long words when short ones will do, using rare words instead of common ones, using words that look as if they were erected instead of written.


  Such wordiness occurs in this excerpt from my first attempt at a novel, The Rabbit Knows:


  So he stood torpidly on the pebbled border of the lifeless highway with his arm outstretched across the corroded asphalt and his thumb sought some sort of concession to his distress, and once again he found himself making nugatory conjectures.


  Do you know what torpidly means? Do you know what nugatory conjectures are?


  I didn’t, and I wrote that mess.


  This sort of wordiness can put your reader to sleep as fast as the wordiness in that sentence I came upon in the first brain book: “But does the greater spontaneity and speed of assimilatory coordination between schemata fully….” Zzz.


  Generally speaking, words like these, especially when used frequently, just don’t work.


  By “words like these” I mean words that are unfamiliar to most of your readers, words that reduce or eliminate the reader’s comprehension of a sentence. I also mean words with which the reader is familiar but not intimate, words that add complexity to an idea without returning something in precision or color, words that require the reader to pause and translate. (“Clarence was ambulatory?” the reader says to himself. “Oh. That means Clarence could walk, doesn’t it?”)


  The reader should not be spending his time trying to remember what a word means. The word and its meaning should be indistinguishable.


  Obscure words don’t work because no matter how specific and accurate a word is, it is worthless if your reader doesn’t know what it means. In fact, it is worse than worthless, because it might turn your reader away from your writing.


  These words don’t work because they interrupt the reader with the question “What does that mean?” They create an unexpected noise in his head and remind him that there is a writer at work just as surely as the shattering of glass and the shrieking of an alarm tell him there is a burglar at work.


  This sort of wordiness generally results from insecurity, the need to impress people with your vocabulary. I speak from experience, believe me: I’m still embarrassed when I read some of my old stories, nugatory conjectures and all.


  This sort of wordiness also results from an overdependence on the thesaurus. The thesaurus is a book of synonyms. It’s a very valuable tool for a writer. Get one, but don’t use it to look up a lot of words that you’ve never seen before. Use it to look up words that are colorful and precise and mean exactly what you want to say. You know thousands of such words, but they don’t always rise to the surface of your brain.


  Obviously you will use many words that are unfamiliar to some of your readers. If you tried to stick to words that every single reader understood, you would end up writing about Dick and Jane and Spot.


  But, of each word you use, ask these questions:


  Have most of my readers seen and understood this word many times before?


  Will the readers who don’t know the word lose the meaning of the sentence, or will the context clear it up for them and possibly give them a new word?


  If they have to look it up in the dictionary, is this the only time they’ll need to, or will they spend more time with Webster’s book than with mine?


  So use simple words. But don’t confuse simple with dull.


  Words are rarely dull by themselves, but, like recollections of birdies on the sixteenth hole, they become dull when you hear them over and over. So when repetition threatens to bore your reader, draw on that treasury of simple but interesting words.


  Walk is dull, stroll is simple but interesting, and perambulate is wordy. If talk is getting wearisome, then have people chat, bicker, or shoot the breeze, but don’t let them discourse or expatiate, except on rare occasions. If too many people are getting wet in the rain, have a few get soaked or drenched, but please don’t let anyone become moisture laden.


  Remember: Writing gets more interesting as it acquires precision, not length.


  Exercise


  Make a list of ten common words that can become dull through repetition (such as man, book, sat). For each word try to come up with a synonym that is simple but interesting and a synonym that is wordy. (You may have to hunt through the thesaurus, but don’t for a minute entertain the idea that that’s “cheating.” The writing profession has tools, just as any other does, and you wouldn’t think a carpenter was cheating because he used his saw.)


  After you’ve compiled your lists, put the words into sentences. Lock yourself alone in a quiet room. Sit and relax and get yourself into a meditative mood. Read your sentences aloud, and try to get in touch with the subtle effects that words have on your brain, your concentration. Try to feel that split second of apathy that comes when you read a dull word, the apathy that makes you close a book when it occurs again and again. Try to feel that fleeting rush of enthusiasm that comes when you see that someone sprinted or people bickered.


  The simple but interesting words are what draw you into a piece of writing and keep you there. Finally, try to feel the subtle tension in your body, the annoyance, the almost imperceptible anger you experience when your reading is interrupted by a noisy stranger like perambulated, eocpatiated, or torpidly.


  Ultimately, nobody can give you a list of good words and bad words, words that are familiar to your reader and words that are not. But if you read enough, and write enough, and listen to enough conversations, you will develop an ear for words that is concerned not with the quality of words, but with the quantity.


  Many new writers use too many words too often, and all writers use too many words sometimes.


  You don’t put extra words into a sentence for the same reason you don’t tape two toilet brushes to the windshield of your car: They wouldn’t serve any purpose, and they would get in the way.


  The reason fewer words are better will be clear to you if you can remember walking through the schoolyard and having some smart-aleck kid say, “Hey, which is heavier, a pound of feathers or a pound of iron?” and after you cleverly figured out that they weighed the same, he said, “Oh yeah? Then which would you rather have dropped on your head?”


  The reason iron would be your second choice, though it weighed the same as the feathers, is its density. Iron has more weight per square inch. It has more impact.


  So it is with words. The smaller the number of words you use to contain a thought or an image, the more impact that thought or image will have.


  Consider the impact of this six-word classified ad:


  “For sale: Baby’s crib. Never used.”


  The overemployment of words generally takes three forms: redundant words, wasted words, and weak words.


  Redundant words. The dictionary says redundant means “needlessly repetitive,” which has led people who are feeling witty to say things like “It’s redundant to commit suicide in Kansas,” or “‘Boring insurance salesman’ is a redundant phrase.”


  Redundancy occurs when you use two or more words to say something that is already being said clearly by one of them. A “little leprechaun” would be redundant, as would an “enormous giant,” a “two wheeled bicycle,” a “long-necked giraffe,” or “six a.m. in the morning.


  “Red in color” is redundant because a thing can’t be red in anything but color.


  Find the redundant phrases in your own writing and kill them dead. (Get it? If you don’t, reread the last paragraph.)


  You can sharpen your editing skills on this by watching and listening for the redundancies in advertising, where products often have “long-lasting durability”; in news broadcasts, where situations are often “potentially dangerous”; and in political campaigns, where posters often boast, “like you, he’s fed up, too.”


  Redundancy doesn’t always come in neat little two- or three-word phrases, though. Often you will find two words doing the same job in separate parts of a sentence:


  “Lenore picked up a weekly paycheck every Friday.” (If it happens every Friday, then we know it’s weekly.)


  “Immortalized in stone, he would live forever.”


  Wasted words. When you write, don’t use extra words that serve no purpose; they slow your writing down. Wasted words frequently show up as overused, meaningless phrases like “in the event of” (if); “on the occasion of” (when); “owing to the fact that” (because); “for a period of a month” (for a month).


  Words are also wasted in an attempt to modify that which cannot be modified, as in “very unique” and “slightly impossible.” These phrases seem to be the pets of the educated but insecure, those people who think that more words equals more thought and knowledge. Wasted words proliferate in business memos, government manuals, Rotary Club speeches, grant proposals, and letters from lawyers.


  Here is an example of how a lawyer might waste words. It’s also an example of the other kind of wordiness, obscure language.


  Herewith enclosed for your consideration are the instruments of liability waiver made mandatory by the requirement that we eschew any litigation contingencies.


  Here is the same sentence in English.


  Here are the releases we have to sign so we won’t get sued.


  Weak words. One of the best ways to improve what you have written is to throw out two or three weak words and replace them with a strong one that conveys the same meaning. Listen to what happens when:


  “Lee was a mean woman” becomes “Lee was a shrew.”


  “He was a generous and thoughtful man” becomes “He was a saint.”


  “He passed away early in the morning, and people all over America cried” becomes “He died at dawn and the nation wept.”


  When you can change ten words to seven, or two words to one, the writing almost always will work better.


  Here’s a tip for finding weak words. Be wary of adverbs ending in -ly, such as rapidly, perversely, and lavishly. They often pop up because you used a weak verb and tried to boost it.


  Whenever possible, chuck them in the wastebasket and replace them with stronger verbs.


  For example, if Stan jumped suddenly upon the burglar, your reader will see it better if you say he pounced upon the burglar.


  If Maria ate her supper quickly in order to keep her date with Mark, your reader will see it better if Maria wolfed her supper.


  (Note, particularly in the second example, how the stronger verb gives your reader not only a clearer picture of the specific action, but also a stronger sense of the overall mood.)


  Exercise


  Change these weak verbs into strong, colorful verbs that have more impact.


  
    	
      Pulled quickly

    


    	
      Picked up impulsively

    


    	
      Wrote nervously

    


    	
      Hit angrily

    


    	
      Looked curiously

    


    	
      Closed forcefully

    


    	
      Departed quickly

    


    	
      Stepped on callously

    


    	
      Removed clothes slowly

    


    	
      Held lovingly

    

  


  

  Pruning your prose is not a chore. It’s as much fun as any word game. When you spot the redundancy or weed out the wasted words or come up with a stronger verb, you feel clever.


  You feel like a writer.


  However, don’t become a fanatic about it. Don’t cross out every word you could possibly do without. Just be sure that every word you use has a job to do.


  If the word is doing some work, such as providing needed information, creating a clearer picture, or reminding the reader of something important, then let it stay. But if it’s lazy, not earning its keep, throw it out.


  There is no perfection to be attained in any of this. Just as you can never pull all the weeds from a garden, you will never eliminate all the useless words from your writing. You can pick up any book or magazine in the world and find words that are just not working.


  Use Active Voice … Most of the Time


  A guy I know hangs around his apartment every evening in front of the television, hoping somebody will call and invite him to dinner. In the afternoon he haunts the mailbox, figuring maybe an invitation or a check will show up from some unexpected source. He dreams about new friends coming into his life, a better job popping up out of nowhere, and he figures he might win a new car someday if a disc jockey calls him up and asks an easy question.


  I know another fellow who plays tennis every morning.


  When he meets a man or a woman he’d like to know better, he gets the phone number and calls the person up. This guy started his own business a few years back, and now he’s putting the profits into businesses started by his friends. He also likes to go skydiving.


  Which man do you find more interesting, the passive one who lets things happen to him, or the active one who makes things happen?


  The active man is more interesting. In writing, too, active is more interesting than passive. Just as you would fix your attention on the active man and ignore the passive one, your reader will fix his attention on the active words and phrases.


  New writers often fall into the habit of casting their characters as the passive recipients of some activity, when they should be writing about people or objects doing things, making things happen.


  Compare “The Christmas present given to Frank was an electric guitar” with “Frank got an electric guitar for Christmas”; “The result of the accident was many injuries to Bertha” with “When the car crashed Bertha broke her arm, twisted her neck, and dislocated her hip.”


  A key to finding the active voice is to write about people, not things. “A good time was had by all,” for example, is a passive voice sentence about good times. “Everybody had a good time” is an active-voice sentence about people.


  Sometimes, of course, you are not writing about people, but about objects or concepts. Even then your object or concept should take charge of the sentence, become the subject, and work in the active voice.


  For example, “Nushka was loved by Garonovitch.” If you’re writing about Garonovitch, then “Garonovitch loved Nushka.”


  But maybe you’re really writing about love. In that case, “Love filled Garonovitch with excitement,” and “It was love that made him act so foolishly.”


  The tip-off to these dull, passive-voice sentences is usually a compound verb such as was driven or were presented. Cash them in for sharp, short, interesting, active verbs, and your writing will work better.


  Exercise


  Make these sentences as interesting as that man who plays tennis and goes skydiving by putting them in the active voice.


  
    	
      Horseshoes were placed over every doorway by the new owner.

    


    	
      Two hundred barrels of industrial waste were deliberately dumped into the Nagana River by Farlo Jennings and his crew.

    


    	
      Ceramic bunnies, origami eagles, and toy wooden soldiers were some of the things fashioned by Henry during the time he was confined to the house with hepatitis.

    


    	
      Sixty-two points were scored by the Boston Celtics in the fourth period against the Detroit Pistons.

    


    	
      The brothel was the first place they went to when they got to Roselle.

    

  


  

  Use Strong Verbs


  This is an important rule of style and I’ve already touched on it in our discussions of wordiness and of active voice. So I’ll be brief.


  Strong verbs are verbs that are active, vivid, specific, and familiar. They are the engine that runs your prose. Don’t use vague verbs that are boosted by adverbs. Don’t write, “Buster ate his dog treats quickly,” if you can write, “Buster gobbled his dog treats.”


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


  Exercise


  Make the verbs in these sentences stronger, more vivid, more specific.


  
    	
      Raymond killed six hogs last Thursday.

    


    	
      The three sisters built the house in the summer of 1969.

    


    	
      The president wrote his letter of resignation.

    


    	
      Luigi exercised every day in his cell.

    


    	
      Spike and Lester held their guns for ten minutes before they entered the bank.

    

  


  

  Be Specific


  One day recently I drove a car across a barren area in the South.


  Can you see it?


  On my last birthday I drove a red convertible across the Everglades.


  Can you see it more clearly? Yes, you can see a birthday more clearly than “one day recently.” You can see a red convertible than “a car.” And you can see the Everglades better than “a barren area in the South.” You can see them better because they are more specific. With the second sentence I gave you a clearer, more compelling picture, and I used fewer words to do it.


  In our discussion of strong verbs you’ve already seen that specific verbs like plod and caress are stronger than general ones like walk and touch. The same principle applies to nouns. If I tell you I was bitten by a dog on my way to the post office this morning you can see it. But if I tell you I was bitten by a poodle you can see it more clearly. And it didn’t cost me any more words to tell you. I just substituted the specific poodle for the general dog.


  Which can you see better—a criminal or a safecracker? A book or a Bible? Cereal or cornflakes?


  One way to make things more specific is to modify them with adjectives. You can turn a house into a big house, a little house, a messy house, or a two-family house. But adjectives are not efficient workers; they slow your writing, and they should not be your first choice for any job. (Writing teacher Donald Murray has said, “Any time we use an adjective or an adverb we should feel a little sense of failure.”) The best way to get the benefit of being specific is to replace words, not modify them. Replace house with mansion, cottage, hovel, or duplex.


  Or, if the situation calls for it, make the house a bungalow, a shack, an A-frame, or a brownstone.


  Exercise


  Here are five sentences containing common general nouns.


  Try to make the sentences more vivid by adding adjectives that make the nouns more specific. For example, the small tragedy, “Russ drove in too quickly and crushed his daughter’s toy,” becomes more poignant when you write, “Russ drove in too quickly and crushed his daughter’s new toy.”


  After you’ve done that, go back and try to make the nouns more specific by replacing them, not by modifying them. For example, “Russ drove in too quickly and crushed his daughter’s tricycle.”


  
    	
      When I was in the sixth grade my friend Marvin and I used to throw fruit at each other.

    


    	
      Since there was no kindling wood, Ramona used her magazine to start the fire.

    


    	
      When Keith turned on the high beams he could see that it was an animal on the road.

    


    	
      The only bettor who had Crazy Bananas in the sixth race was a man named Raul Alvis.

    


    	
      Nobody could believe that Santos had gunned down three people for such a small jewel.

    

  


  

  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.


  Writing about what is or was true usually creates a clearer, more interesting picture than writing about what isn’t or wasn’t true. It works better. (This is another generalization. Practice it, but don’t become obsessed with it.)


  Which can you see better, “He was not a generous man” or “He was a miser”?


  “The painting did not have any flaws” or “It was a masterpiece”?


  “He did not treat his kids nicely” or “He brutalized his children”?


  “She did not write interesting sermons” or “Her sermons put parishioners to sleep”?


  “Phil was not a graceful person” or “Phil was a klutz”?


  Tell the reader the truth. Be straightforward. Show her what you want her to see, not what you don’t want her to see.


  Exercise


  Make these negative sentences more interesting by putting them in a positive form.


  
    	
      The eggs that they brought to my table were not cooked.

    


    	
      Chariots of Fire was not a movie that held my attention.

    


    	
      Trudy’s novel about a plumber was not accepted by any publisher.

    


    	
      Gary’s examples indicated that he was not of sound mind.

    


    	
      By eight o’clock 597 of the 600 opera tickets had not been sold.

    

  


  

  Show, Don’t Tell … Most of the Time


  Marilyn French smiles a lot when she speaks to you, and often she chuckles. She’s not as angry as her book would have you believe, but she is angry, and sometimes when she’s sitting on the couch, smiling, she can express that anger in a very cold fashion.


  There is nothing wrong with that passage. It’s grammatically correct, it’s clear, and it provides information.


  But if I wrote a whole book or an article that way, you probably would not survive to the end. The paragraph tells you that Marilyn French chuckles. It tells you that she’s angry. It tells you that she sits on the couch, smiles, expresses anger.


  The problem is that all readers are from Missouri: They want to be shown. As much as possible, show, don’t tell your readers what you want them to see.


  Instead of telling my readers the above information in a Writer’s Yearbook profile of Marilyn French, I wanted to show them. Read what happened.


  Marilyn French smiles a lot when she speaks to you, and such statements can rise from her on the crest of a chuckle. Unlike her book, she does not pulsate with anger. But the anger is there—big jagged chunks of it careening through her body to be tossed out when she needs them—and sometimes even as the trace of a smile hangs on her face and her soft round body is coiled like a kitten’s on the couch, she can say what she needs to say with all the cold efficiency of a highly paid assassin.


  Show, don’t tell.


  Show means create a picture for the reader.


  If you did an interview with Kathleen Turner and she seemed anxious for you to leave, you can tell the reader,


  “Turner seemed impatient.” Or you can show the reader, “Turner looked at her watch constantly. She tapped her foot. ‘Are you almost done?’ she asked.”


  You can tell your reader that your character was handsome, or you can show that “women turned to watch him when he came into the restaurant.”


  Which do you find more compelling: a man who is cruel or a man who whips his dog? A woman who is afraid or a woman who reached for her gun when there was a knock on the door?


  Showing in your fiction and nonfiction is more compelling than telling.


  This is another example of how important verbs are.


  Adjectives tell. Verbs show. I made the writing work better by turning adjectives into verbs. I turned the adjective impatient into the verbs looked (at watch), tapped (her
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