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Foreword

By Stuart Aken

The English language has a huge advantage over many others: it shamelessly steals, borrows, modifies, and combines words from other languages. As a result, it is rich in variety. The language allows users to express any given idea in diverse ways.

Writers in English, whether creating fiction, composing poetry, or recording facts, have multiple opportunities to vary their means of articulating their thoughts. And, when authors use synonyms to effect, they not only enliven their work but simultaneously provide the prospect for readers to increase their vocabularies. A win/win situation if ever there was.

Any decent thesaurus lists alternatives for the word a writer seeks. But it takes experience and imagination to provide suggestions for replacements that will bring life to a piece of writing. Examples of usage, samples of extremes, instances of subtlety, and variations in mood and tone all feature in Kathy Steinemann’s excellent resource. She gives readers of this book comprehensive lists of similar or related words to those commonly used, providing real substitutes for the conventional and allowing writers to construct work that employs the most pertinent words wherever possible.

Using this source, a writer can be certain that her characters will merely cry no more. They may weep, wail, moan, caterwaul, pine, snivel, yowl, or any of dozens of other emotive actions. But they won’t be forced simply to cry. And, using Kathy’s examples as a lead, authors can improve their writing and raise it above the crowd, allowing readers to fully immerse themselves in the resulting creations.

—

Stuart Aken is a novelist, storyteller, blogger, and developing poet. Refusing to be bound by genre, he often mixes styles and content to produce unique works of fiction that capture the imagination whilst purveying captivating messages about the human condition. He has produced romance, thriller, epic fantasy, science fiction, and other works, which stretch the normal boundaries of their allotted category. You’ll find his work, along with informative pieces on language use, opinions, and personal insights on his website at StuartAken.net.


	


Why I Wrote This Book

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

Several of my blog followers urged me to publish the lists. I expanded them to produce this book.

As you write, realize that you won’t find every word you need in a thesaurus. For instance, a search of my preferred thesauruses for go didn’t show skirr, which means “to move rapidly, especially with a whirring sound.”

When not writing, pay attention as you read or do crossword puzzles. You’ll encounter alternatives that don’t appear in your usual sources.

By the way, sprinkled throughout these chapters you’ll find ideas for story prompts. Snap ’em up at will.


	


Overused Words and Phrases

This section covers nuisances that annoy writers around the globe.

You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? Those little pests that cause big problems, creeping into prose and poetry like a virus. You insert a favorite phrase. It seems so right that you insert it a few more times.

Great.

Until you realize you’ve repeated it ad nauseam.

No worries. Even if you don’t find a substitute phrase in these pages, you’ll learn how to engage your ingenuity and create alternatives.

Although you’ll encounter a few “rules” in this book, writing is not rules. It’s a fusion of emotions, senses, and conflict. Whatever engages your readers should be the rule.


	


Common Pitfalls

Check your writing for the following and handle them with care. I’ve included many in the lists throughout this book.

A

about, absolutely, almost, amazing, are, assume, awesome

 

B

bad, basically, be, be able to, beautiful, been, begin, being, believe, big, bring

 

C

can, clear the throat

 

D

decide

 

E

essentially, even, exciting, experience, extremely

 

F

fast, feel, feel like, frown

 

G

get, go, good, great

 

H

have, hear, honestly

 

I

I, imagine, incredible, incredibly, interesting, is

 

K

know

 

L

laugh, like, literally, little, look, loud

 

N

nauseated, nauseous, nice, nod, noisy, note, notice

 

O

only

 

P

pleasant

 

Q

quick, quite

 

R

realize, really, remember

 

S

said, say, scowl, see, seem, shrug, sigh, sit, small, smile, sound, sound like, start

 

T

taste, that, then, think, totally, touch, try

 

U

unbelievable, unique, use

 

V

very

 

W

want, was, watch, went, were, wonder


	


Beautiful

Beautiful often ends up ugly.

Too many instances of any word in your prose or poetry will dilute its effectiveness, especially if readers consider that word stale or stereotypical.

You look so beautiful, darling.

This is a beautiful meal, chef.

What a beautiful day!

The rainbow is beautiful.

Look at that beautiful woman.

This dress is beautiful.

If you resort to beautiful more than a handful of times throughout a novel, dialogue excluded, your writing will suffer.

At the end of this chapter, you’ll find alternatives for beautiful. Rather than plug in substitutions, try exploiting the suggestions as catalysts to transform the words into verbs or nouns.

Consider this sentence:

Helen was beautiful.

Let’s pick a few words from the list and do a rewrite.

Helen’s ethereal poise tantalized every suitor who bowed the knee before her.

Better?

Cultivate your creativity.

Instead of searching for overused descriptors, consulting a thesaurus, and selecting substitutions, try capitalizing on your finds and transforming them into verbs or nouns.

Can we improve the following sentence?

Every man Sonja met thought she was beautiful.

Time for a rewrite.

Sonja’s compelling charm captivated every man she met.

Although the sentence is more tell than show, it’s stronger than the first version.

What do you think of this humdrum statement?

Tasha’s eyes looked beautiful in the starlight.

Anyone could write that, including my eight-ear-old nephew. What can we do with three more adjectives from the list?

The ethereal radiance of the stars couldn’t match the allure of Tasha’s eyes.

Now we have a narrator who shows Tasha’s beauty — and possibly his attraction or infatuation.

Here’s another mundane sentence:

The water looked beautiful.

Says who?

To a scuba diver, it could mean an ocean with almost limitless visibility. A painter or photographer might admire a scene of sparkling ripples and diving seagulls. An angler could see beauty in water filled with fish.

Remember who your protagonists or narrators are and choose creative words to match their personalities and backgrounds.

How can we improve on beautiful water using suggestions from the list?

The diver gazed into the mesmerizing deep, intoxicated by its boundless visibility.

 

During the magical moments when day meets night, the artist captured on canvas the diving seagulls, sparkling waves, and pristine reef.

Glittering schools of fish darted to and fro, hypnotizing the fishermen, with their promise of a delectable dinner.

Consider a science fiction story featuring a beautiful robot. Who thinks she’s beautiful? Another robot? A human? Or maybe a dog? Point of view (POV) makes a huge difference, and you can reflect that POV in the words you choose.

For instance, here’s a boring sentence that describes a housekeeping bot:

ZylTrann was beautiful.

Let’s examine that perception through the internal monologue of three different protagonists.

A butler robot might summon these descriptors from his memory banks:

ZylTrann’s superior intelligence and extraordinary computing speed have surpassed all expectations of the Masters. Surely that will save her from my inglorious fate with the Recyc —

We can assume from the interrupted thought that ZylTrann’s associate just met his demise with the Recycler Corps.

Perhaps genetically engineered Rover feels intimidated by ZylTrann, and regards her in a negative way. His canine mind devises dog parallels:

Nothing fazes that formidable bucket of bolts. Stupid bot won’t even short out when I pee on her leg. Zapped me real good. Why don’t the Masters get rid of her?

Poor Rover! He had to learn the hard way that ZylTrann doesn’t appreciate being used like a fire hydrant.

A human would express different thoughts from those of our other two protagonists.

Foolish Zyltrann thinks her remarkable computational skills will save her from the Recycler Corps, but nothing beats the new eroto-bots with their seduction functions.

Note the assignment of gender to the human-made beings. Another writer might prefer to use it. Reader involvement and expectations would then change.

Soar beyond the limits.

Lewis Carroll invented adjectives such as slithy (slimy + lithe), frabjous (fabulous + joyous), and mimsy (miserable + flimsy). Try a similar approach with suffixes:

-al: pertaining to

-esque: resembling; reminiscent of

-ful: full of

-ic, -ical: pertaining to

-ious, -ous: quality; nature

-ine: relating to

-ish: having the quality of

-ive: tending to; having the nature of

-licious: delightful; extremely attractive

-like: like

-ly, -y: characterized by; like

-ous: full of

-ular: relating to; resembling

 

Transform nouns into descriptors like rainbowesque, pantherine, and butterfly-like.

Let’s assume you’re writing a fantasy novel in which the heroine is a stunningly beautiful woman named Lyrrical. Synonyms for beautiful in your world could be lyrricalesque, lyrricallicious, or lyrricaline.

In another story, someone might be swan-like or peacockish. Both terms, while suggesting attractiveness, present a different personality. We consider swans as serene, but a peacock might exemplify vanity.

Choose carefully, and you’ll show your characters’ personalities without excessive description.

Harness stereotypes.

You could liken a beautiful nurse to a curvaceous android.

We expect machine intelligences to be emotionless but efficient. Identification of the woman as a nurse paints a stereotypical picture of her clothing, including shoes with noiseless soles.

Just three words, curvaceous, android, and nurse, create a mini-portrait.

Incidentally, if you decide to compare your protagonist to a celebrity, the celeb should be familiar to the majority of your readers. Do you know who Emilia Clarke is? She plays gorgeous Daenerys Targaryen, Mother of Dragons on Game of Thrones. I’m a Game of Thrones fan, but I didn’t know her real name until I investigated.

Manipulate stereotypes and give them an unexpected twist.

How about a breathtaking psychiatrist who believes she’s ugly, and who self-medicates until the effects of the drugs do render her ugly?

Perhaps you introduce a glamorous movie star who wears false … everything … and appears in multiple tabloids after a paparazzo catches her at her worst. Then we learn she’s suffering from a rare disease that has made her hairless and skinny, with blotched skin.

Or imagine a beautician who spends her after-work hours in holey sweatpants and mustard-stained T-shirts while awaiting assignments for her real job as an assassin. You could provide compelling impact with an imaginative choice of adjectives and adverbs.

Play with character flaws.

A person might appear picture perfect but possess underlying qualities that aren’t quite so appealing. Combine negatives with positives to create fresh nuances of character. You could invent phrases such as:


- aloof radiance

- ambiguous poise

- awkward grace

- cold charm

- dark splendor

- detached attractiveness

- flawed perfection

- hollow magnetism

- icy allure

- indifferent appeal

- intimidating refinement

- misleading flirtatiousness

- remote majesty

- reserved beauty

- saccharine sweetness

- snobbish elegance

- snooty charisma

- tainted loveliness

- unapproachable glamor



 

Are you ready to exercise your creativity? Here’s the list.

A

adorable, alluring, amazing, angelic, appealing, arresting, astonishing, astounding, attractive, awe-inspiring, awesome

 

B

beauteous, bedazzling, beguiling, bewitching, bodacious, bonny, boundless, breathtaking

 

C

captivating, celestial, charismatic, charming, chaste, cherubic, come-hither, comely, compelling, consummate, coquettish, cosmopolitan, curvaceous, cute

 

D

dazzling, delectable, delicious, delightful, desirable, disarming, divine, dreamy, dumbfounding, dynamic, dynamite

 

E

electrifying, elegant, empyrean, enchanting, endearing, engaging, enrapturing, enthralling, enticing, entrancing, ethereal, exceptional, exciting, exotic, exquisite, extraordinary, eye-catching

 

F

fabulous, fair, fascinating, fetching, fiery, fine, flabbergasting, flaming, flawless, flirtatious, formidable, foxy

 

G

genteel, genuine, glamorous, glittering, glorious, glowing, good-looking, gorgeous, gracious, gripping

 

H

handsome, heady, heavenly, hot, hypnotic

 

I

immeasurable, impeccable, imposing, incomparable, inconceivable, incredible, indescribable, inescapable, inexorable, infinite, inimitable, intoxicating, intriguing, inviting, irresistible

 

J

jaw-dropping

 

K

knockout

 

L

limitless, lissome, lovely, luminous, luscious, lush, lustrous

 

M

magical, magnetic, magnificent, majestic, matchless, measureless, mesmerizing, mind-boggling, momentous, mouth-watering, mysterious, mystical

 

N

noble, nonpareil

 

O

opulent, otherworldly, outstanding, overpowering, overwhelming

 

P

paralyzing, peerless, perfect, perky, personable, phenomenal, picture-perfect, picturesque, pleasing, poised, polished, potent, prepossessing, pretty, pristine, provocative, pulchritudinous, pure

 

R

radiant, rapturous, rare, ravishing, recherché, red-hot, refined, regal, remarkable, resplendent, riveting

 

S

saintly, salacious, scorching, seductive, sensational, sensuous, seraphic, serene, singular, slinky, smoking, sophisticated, sparkling, spectacular, spectral, spellbinding, spine-tingling, splendid, splendiferous, splendorous, staggering, stately, statuesque, striking, stunning, stupefying, stylish, sublime, sui generis, sultry, sunny, superior, supreme, surreal, sweet

 

T

taking, tantalizing, teasing, tempting, thrilling, titillating, torrid, transcendent, transcendental, transfixing

 

U

unbelievable, uncanny, unearthly, unequalled, unimaginable, unique, unprecedented, unrivaled, unsurpassed, untold

 

V

vivacious, voluptuous

 

W

wholesome, willowy, winning, winsome, wondrous


	


Big

Another big problem for writers: overuse of big.

If you search Google for “most overused words in writing,” big will appear on the majority of lists you find. This chapter provides more than one hundred alternatives.

Workarounds can add character to your writing.

Compare the following sets of sentences.

Bernard’s ego was bigger than his bank account.

Bernard’s ego outmatched his mammoth bank account.

Readers could misunderstand the first sentence. Although they might assume Bernard has a big bank account, the second sentence leaves no doubt and replaces was with a more active verb.

The big tiger moved silently through the grass.

The behemoth tiger stalked silently through the grass.

The second example replaces big with behemoth, an appropriate description for a large tiger. A more active verb completes the transformation.

The big bruise on Sylvia’s arm was obvious, even under several layers of makeup.

Sylvia couldn’t conceal the monstrous bruise on her arm, no matter how much makeup she slathered over it.

In the second sentence, monstrous leaves no doubt about the size of the bruise. Why does Sylvia try to conceal it? Did you notice the removal of was?

“Give me the biggest suitcase,” Mya said. “I’ll be gone for eight days.”

“Give me the jumbo suitcase,” Mya said. “I’ll be gone for eight days.”

In this scenario, jumbo seems the perfect adjective.

A big crowd showed up for the inauguration, although not as big as many had expected.

An appreciable crowd showed up for the inauguration, although not as humongous as many had hoped.

The above presents a prime example of how subtle word choices can alter the feel of a sentence.

The dentist looked into my mouth. “That’s a big cavity you’ve got there, Stefania.”

The dentist peered into my mouth. “That’s an enormous cavity you’ve got there, Stefania.”

Enormous implies a cavity that might require dental work such as a crown, an extraction, or a root canal. Other descriptors like considerable or substantial would provide less dramatic pictures.

Show size.

Without relying on any adjectives from the list at the end of this chapter, we can still demonstrate bigness.

I had a big crush on the deliveryman.

Every time the deliveryman knocked on the door, my pulse raced, and my cheeks flamed.

The second sentence provides a classic specimen of tell converted to show.

The big story of the day’s entertainment news was the divorce of Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt.

The divorce of Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt dominated the day’s entertainment news.

The second sentence provides another removal of was and eliminates the size descriptor.

My big worry is that my hair will turn grey before I reach forty. I already see wiry white strands.

Whenever I spot another wiry white strand, I panic. Will my hair turn grey before I reach forty?

The first paragraph illustrates classic tell. The second shows, with panic replacing big worry. We see a narrator who might be overdramatic or narcissistic.

Try word combinations with -sized to show largeness.

A cockroach-sized red ant bit my ankle.

Every night two cougar-sized alley cats roamed the neighborhood, searching for rodents.

Boulder-sized mushrooms squished underfoot as the hunter crept through the forest.

A deluge of egg-sized raindrops drenched the ground within seconds.

Saucer-sized green eyes glowed from every crevice in the cave.

Have you chosen the appropriate connotation?

Perhaps big is the wrong word.

Big footfalls might be better as ponderous footfalls.

Does your WIP describe a big crisis that affects everyone in a city? You could change it to a citywide crisis. Likewise for countries: countrywide crisis. The entire Earth? Try worldwide or global.

You could label Tim’s big impetus as his overarching impetus.

Better alternatives for Brandon’s big desire might be Brandon’s yearning or Brandon’s obsession.

Ready for a few exercises?

Rewrite the following, editing out all forms of big. Use at will as story prompts.

1. A big storm blew in from the north, pelting the street with big hailstones. The projectiles smashed windows, dented cars, and decimated trees.

I scrambled into a big garbage bin behind the pharmacy and listened to nature’s big bullets beating on the metal. When I reached to massage a cramp in my left toe, my fingers dipped into something smelly and slimy.

I puked. [Why does the narrator puke? Because of the smell? Because he recognizes the slimy material? Because he’s allergic to something in the garbage bin?]

2. Nobody knew Phil’s big secret. Except me. The big burden haunted me day and night. Every time I closed my eyes, even to blink, I could see the big horror of what he had done. He had me to lean on, but I had no one. How could I live with this knowledge?

3. Fourteen days until the big event. Fourteen days of planning and pacing and worrying. Could I pull it off? It would be a big challenge, one I planned to meet.

But you know what they say about the plans of mice and men.

4. “Excuse me, everyone,” said the boss, “I have a big announcement to make. Starting today, you will all be eligible for big bonuses if you [Insert humorous or horrendous activity that workers must perform to earn those bonuses.]”

5. Anderson Carter, 5 O’Clock National News anchor, adjusted his tie. “We have big news breaking from the White House this hour.” He scrutinized the paper that someone off camera had just handed him. “This can’t be right.”

His puzzled expression deepened as he tapped his earbud. “You’re sure?” He stared into the camera. “Big news, really big news. And remember, you heard it here first. According to reputable sources, [Insert something topical. Can you make it funny? Unbelievable? Horrible?]”

6. Ruby maintained a big garden filled with a big assortment of vegetables, berries, and fruits. Every morning she strolled through the rows, her big skirts brushing big drops of dew off the leaves as she swished by. Each stroll led her to a well-groomed pansy bed big enough to be an adult grave.

She would stand, hands folded below her waist, with a big enigmatic smile on her face. Sometimes I heard her murmur. I could never quite make out what she said, but it sounded grim. What had Ruby buried under those pansies?

I decided to sneak into her garden that night with a shovel.

7. A big flash of blinding brilliance assaulted Trystan’s beady eyes. Shortly thereafter, a big boom resonated from the big cliffs across the canyon. He stumbled back a step. Big boulders and jagged rocks pelted the earth a few paces away. He grabbed his dead squire’s shield and raised it to protect his head.

No need.

The boulders transmutated into a gentle rain of flower petals. Every hair on Trystan’s body bristled, invigorated by an energy that could mean only one thing.

Magic was not dead.

Direct replacements for big.

You’ll find a few of the following big alternatives sprinkled throughout this chapter. Pay attention to nuances. Ample does not provide the same impact as titanic.

#

2XL, 3XL

 

A

ample, appreciable, astronomical

 

B

ballooned, bear-sized, behemoth, beyond-measure, bloated, boundless, broad, Brobdingnagian, bulky

 

C

capacious, chunky, citywide, countrywide, colossal, commodious, considerable, cosmic, cyclopean

 

D

daunting, decuman, distended

 

E

elephantine, enormous, epic, Everestine, extensive, extra-large

 

F

far ranging, formidable

 

G

galactic, galaxy-wide, gargantuan, generous, giant, giant-sized, gigantic, gigantiform, ginormous, global, Goliath, goodly, grand, great, grizzlyesque

 

H

hefty, Herculean, honking, huge, hulking, humongous

 

I

immane [archaic], immeasurable, immense, imposing, incalculable, inescapable, inestimable, infinite, inflated, inordinate, international

 

J

Jabba-the-Hutt-huge, jumbo, Jupiteresque

 

K

king-sized, Kodiak-sized

 

L

large, leviathan, limitless, lofty

 

M

macroscopic, mammoth, massive, maxi, measureless, mega, mighty, mondo, monolithic, monstrous, monumental, mountainous, muckle

 

N

never-ending

 

O

Olympian, outsized, overlarge, oversized

 

P

pervasive, prodigious

 

Q

queen-sized

 

R

rhinoesque

 

S

Sasquatchesque, sizable, skyscraperesque, staggering, stupendous, substantial, super-sized, swollen

 

T

thumping, titanic, towering, tremendous

 

U

ubergross, ubiquitous, ultra-large, unbounded, universal, untold

 

V

vast, voluminous

 

W

walloping, wall-to-wall, whacking, whale-sized, whopping, wide, worldwide

 

X

XL, XXL, XXXL


	


Bring

How often do you depend on bring, brings, brought, and bringing?

Let’s review the Dictionary.com definition of bring: “to carry, convey, conduct, or cause (someone or something) to come with, to, or toward the speaker.”

It’s an easy word to replace.

“Bring me the stick, Buddy,” said the Yorkie’s owner.

“Fetch me the stick, Buddy,” said the Yorkie’s owner.

Fetch is a common command given by owners to dogs, and it’s more appropriate in this situation than bring.

The courier said he would bring the package before 5 p.m.

The courier said he would deliver the package before 5 p.m.

When you think of a courier, doesn’t deliver evoke a better image than bring?

Walter brought his daughter to the picnic.

Walter piggybacked his daughter to the picnic.

Walter could have driven his daughter to the picnic, but piggybacked shows a happy interaction that will engage readers.

The driver brought the bride to the wedding in a stretch limo.

The driver chauffeured the bride to the wedding in a stretch limo.

Chauffeured + limo = perfect match.

“Be sure to bring a warm coat,” Mom said. “It’s freezing outside.”

“Be sure to wear a warm coat,” Mom said. “It’s freezing outside.”

Besides replacing bring with a more appropriate verb, wear provides alliteration, an engaging technique when applied with caution.

Dennis always brought a pile of paperwork with him to our lunch dates.

Dennis always lugged a pile of paperwork with him to our lunch dates.

Do you think Dennis realizes the lunch engagements are dates? Maybe he needs a slap upside the head. Lugged implies a heavy pile of paperwork.

Robyn grabbed her coat. “Bring me home. Now. I’ve had enough of your lies.”

Robyn grabbed her coat. “Drive me home. Now. I’ve had enough of your lies.”

A simple verb change provides detail without adding to word count.

The wizened man brought me to the island in a dory.

The wizened man rowed me to the island in a dory.

Since a dory is a small boat, rowed reinforces the visual. Although motors propel some dories, most operate on oar-power.

Exercises and story prompts.

Before you revise your WIP, try these exercises. Edit out all forms of bring. Massage at will for story prompts.

1. “I’ll never bring Bertram to another company picnic,” said Mary. “He ate all the chili then started a farting contest with everyone in Accounting.”

“That’s not so bad,” Danielle answered. “My date sat on the lasagna I brought. Then he peeled it off his butt and ate it!”

2. Three times every solar year, Venture IV brought a fresh supply of honey-garlic barbecue sauce to Asteroid Anastasia. The Vortonese couldn’t get enough of the stuff. Their alien biology converted the sauce into excrement of pure saffinirium, the most efficient power source in the galaxy.

3. Leon scuffed up dust as he searched the roadside for bottles. Every night he brought a sackful to the recycle depot and collected his paltry take.

But today wasn’t like every other day. A glimmer in the ditch caught his attention. He stooped to scrape the gravel off what turned out to be a coin with strange glyphs circling the silhouette of a unicorn.

He brought it close to his wondering eyes for a thorough inspection, and rubbed it to a soft shine.

A dust devil swirled around him. The trees disintegrated, reforming into jagged shapes that jutted into a green-tinged sky with triple moons.

His eyes bulged. “What the —”

4. Tabitha brought me a mouse and dropped it at my feet. Even from my six-foot-two height, I could hear her proud purring.

“What did you bring me, kitty-cat? Another present?” With a grimace, I crouched to retrieve it. The miniscule creature was still warm. “Damn!” This was no mouse. Smaller ears. Bushy tail. It could have passed for a miniature squirrel.

The creature twitched as I turned it over to study its abdomen. Its eyes flickered open, and a thin voice squeaked, “Bring me to your leader, human.”

5. “I’ll bring you roses and chocolates,” crooned Josh as he twirled Alvina around the damp basement, “and diamonds too. ’Cause I know I’ll never find another woman like you.” He dipped her, brought her back up, and kissed her on the forehead.

“Well,” she said as she stomped her stiletto heels, “I’d be more likely to believe that if you brought me [Insert something scary or funny. Is
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