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INTRODUCTION TO
THE SECOND EDITION

There is no better way to spot room for improvement in your manuscript than
by looking at it with fresh eyes. We routinely advise all writers to put their
manuscripts in a drawer for a while, as a way of becoming their own fresh eyes—
see chapter 4, in fact. As independent editors, we serve as the fresh eyes for our
clients, giving them thoughtful feedback about problems they can't see for
themselves.

Now it's our turn. Many years have passed since we launched Self-Editing for
Fiction Writers into the world to take its place (Please, God!) next to classics for
writers such as On Becoming a Novelist, On Writing Well, or The Elements of
Style. During those years we've received a lot of feedback, both directly and in
the form of manuscripts written by the book's fans. So we can now see room for
improvement-ways in which Self-Editing, good as it was, could be made better.
For instance, we spent a lot of time in the original edition telling you where your
characters' emotions did not belong (in dialogue mechanics, for instance) and not
enough time telling you where they did. As a result, we've seen a lot of
overzealous writers strip their manuscripts down to an emotional minimalism that
doesn't fit their story or natural style. Now we can suggest a bit more balance,
making Self-Editing stronger than ever.

Good thing, too, because the years since the first edition have seen no change in
mainstream publishing when it comes to new manuscripts receiving the editing
they deserve. Strong manuscripts are still rushed into print even if they don't live
up to their full potential, and manuscripts that aren't problem-free are still
rejected no matter how much potential they may have. Acquisitions editors are
always overworked, often undertrained, and rarely encouraged to work on
manuscripts, especially since in-depth editing usually means investing time in
writers who, if successful, will simply take their next book to the highest bidder.
With rare exceptions, the long tradition of blue-pencil editing has passed, at least
at the major publishing houses.

Among newer publishing ventures, such as on-line publishing or print on
demand, the tradition never existed. These venues do offer a publishing
opportunity to writers who might otherwise languish in unprinted obscurity.
Unfortunately, so many writers are taking these nontradi-tional routes that it's far
too easy to languish in printed obscurity. In order to stand out from the crowd, you
need to make your manuscript as sharp as possible.

And this means self-editing. True, you can hire an independent editor to work
on your manuscript. In fact, there is no better way to get the editing you need—
though our opinion may be biased. But even if you do hire a pro, you want your



manuscript to be as strong as it can be before you have it worked on. After all,
why pay for editing you can do yourself?

You can also join a writers group and have other writers critique your
manuscript. Unfortunately, writing groups can sometimes do more harm than good.
Writing and editing are two different skills, and even strong writers can make
poor editors. Many of these group critiques will teach you to write the book your
critiquers want you to write, when you want to learn to write the book you want
to write. The best solution is still to learn to edit yourself.

And the best way to learn editing is still from another editor, which is what you
will be doing with this book. We aren't going to tell you how to plot your novel or
develop your characters. What we're going to do is teach you the craft of editing.
The mechanics of scene building, dialogue, point of view, interior monologue; the
tricks to striking the most effective balance between narrative summary and
immediate scenes; the ways to convey your characters without getting in your
readers' faces; the techniques whose adoption stamps your manuscript as the work
of a professional instead of an amateur. We will train you to see your manuscript
as an editor might see it—to do for yourself what we most often do for our
clients.

A word of warning: because writing and editing are two different skills, they
require two different mind-sets. Don't try to do both at once. The time to edit is
not when you're writing your first draft. But once that first draft is finished, you
can use the principles in this book to increase—dramatically—the effectiveness
of the story you've told and the way you've told it. You can drop your amateurish
look and give your writing a professional edge.

In other words, you can edit yourself into print.

Chapter 1

SHOW AND TELL

What's wrong with this paragraph?:

The conversation was barely begun before I discovered that our host was more
than simply a stranger to most of his guests. He was an enigma, a mystery. And
this was a crowd that doted on mysteries. In the space of no more than five
minutes, I heard several different people put forth their theories—all equally
probable or preposterous—as to who and what he was. Each theory was argued
with the conviction that can only come from a lack of evidence, and it seemed
that, for many of the guests, these arguments were the main reason to attend his
parties.

In a sense, of course, there's nothing wrong. The paragraph is grammatically
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impeccable, and it describes the mystery surrounding the party's host clearly,
efficiently, and with a sense of style.

Now look at the same passage as it actually appeared in F. Scott Fitzgerald's
The Great Gatsby:

"I like to come," Lucille said. "I never care what I do, so I always have a good
time. When I was here last, I tore my gown on a chair, and he asked me my name
and address—within a week I got a package from Croirier's with a new evening
gown in it."

"Did you keep it?" asked Jordan.

"Sure I did. [ was going to wear it tonight, but it was too big in the bust and had
to be altered. It was gas blue with lavender beads. Two hundred and sixty-five
dollars."

"There's something funny about a fellow that'll do a thing like that," said the
other girl eagerly. "He doesn't want any trouble with anybody"”

"Who doesn't?" I inquired.

"Gatsby. Somebody told me—"

The two girls and Jordan leaned together confidentially.

"Somebody told me they thought he killed a man."

A thrill passed over all of us. The three Mr. Mumbles bent forward and
listened eagerly.

"I don't think it's so much that,” argued Lucille skeptically; "it's more that he
was a German spy during the war."

One of the men nodded in confirmation.

"I heard that from a man who knew all about him,

grew up with him in Germany," he assured us positively.

"Oh, no," said the first girl, "it couldn't be that, because he was in the American
army during the war." As our credulity switched back to her, she leaned forward
with enthusiasm. "You look at him sometimes when he thinks nobody's looking at
him. I'll bet he killed a man."

What's the difference between these two examples? To put it simply, it's a
matter of showing and telling. The first version is narrative summary, with no
specific settings or characters. We are simply told about the guests' love of
mystery, the weakness of their arguments, the conviction of the arguers. In the
second version we actually get to see the breathless partygoers putting forth their
theories and can almost taste the eagerness of their audience. The first version is a
secondhand report. The second is an immediate scene.

What, exactly, makes a scene a scene? For one thing it takes place in real time.
Your readers watch events as they unfold, whether those events are a group
discussion of the merits of Woody Allen films, a lone man running from an
assassin, or a woman lying in a field pondering the meaning of life. In scenes,
events are seen as they happen rather than described after the fact. Even
flashbacks show events as they unfold, although they have unfolded in the past



within the context of the story.

Scenes usually have settings as well, specific locations the readers can picture.
In Victorian novels these settings were often described in exhaustive (and
exhausting) detail. Nowadays literature is leaner and meaner, and it's often a good
idea to give your readers just enough detail to jump-start their imaginations so
they can picture your settings for themselves.

Scenes also contain some action, something that happens. Mary kills Harry, or
Harry and Mary beat each other up. More often than not, what happens is dialogue
between one or more characters. Though even in dialogue scenes it's a good idea
to include a little physical action from time to time—what we call "beats"—to
remind your readers of where your characters are and what they're doing. We'll be
talking about beats at length in chapter 8.

Of course, anything that can go into a scene can also be narrated. And since
scenes are usually harder to write than narration, many writers rely too heavily on
narrative summary to tell their stories. The result is often page after page,
sometimes chapter after chapter, of writing that reads the way the first passage
quoted above reads: clearly, perhaps even stylishly, but with no specific setting,
no specific characters, no dialogue.

A century or so ago this sort of writing would have been fine. It was the norm,
in fact—Henry James wrote at least one entire novel composed largely of
narrative summary. But thanks to the influence of movies and television, readers
today have become accustomed to seeing a story as a series of immediate scenes.
Narrative summary no longer engages readers the way it once did.

Since engagement is exactly what a fiction writer wants to accomplish, you're
well advised to rely heavily on immediate scenes to put your story across. You
want to draw your readers into the world you've created, make them feel a part of
it, make them forget where they are. And you can't do this effectively if you tell
your readers about your world secondhand. You have to take them there.

We once worked on a novel featuring a law firm in which one of the new
associates led a rebellion against the senior partners. The writer introduced the
new associate and two of his colleagues in the first chapter by describing their
job interviews with senior partners. The interviews were given as narrative
summary—she simply told her readers what the law firm was looking for in a
new associate, described the associates' backgrounds, and explained why the firm
hired them. She did include snippets of dialogue from the interviews, but since
readers never found out who was speaking to the associate or where the
conversations took place, there was nothing they could picture.

Knowing that the first chapter is not the best place for narrative summary—you
want to engage your readers early on—we suggested that the writer turn these
interviews into genuine scenes, set in the senior partner's offices, with extended
conversations between the partners and the associates. As a result, her readers got
a much better feel for who the new associates were and a glimpse of the senior



partners' humor and good nature. The book was off to a much more engaging start.

Showing your story to your readers through scenes will not only give your
writing immediacy. It will give your writing transparency. One of the easiest ways
to look like an amateur is to use mechanics that direct attention to themselves and
away from the story. You want your readers to be so wrapped up in your world
that they're not even aware that you, the writer, exist. But when you switch to
narrative summary, especially if you go on at length, it can sometimes seem as if
you are falling into nonfiction—breaking into the story to give your readers a
lecture. This 1s especially true if you are using narrative summary for exposition.
To write exposition at length—describing your characters' pasts or events that
happened before the story began or any information your readers might need to
understand your plot—is to engage your readers' intellects. What you want to do
is to engage their emotions.

Of course, there will be times when you need to resort to narrative summary,
especially if you're writing a historical novel or science fiction, both of which
usually require conveying a lot of information to your readers before you can
touch their emotions. We'll talk about this in more depth in the next chapter, but for
now let us say that you'd be surprised at how much exposition can be converted
into scenes. Rather than describing the history of Hartsdale House, you can write
a scene in which the present Lord Hartsdale points out some of the family
portraits to his guests. Or rather than quoting an Encyclopedia Galactica article
on how Llanu society is organized, you can simply drop your readers into the
middle of that society and let them fend for themselves.

We once edited a book about Antonio Vivaldi, which was set, naturally, in
eighteenth-century Venice. In order to follow the story the readers had to know
some of the details
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of Venetian society in the baroque era. But because the story was presented as
the reminiscences of one of Vivaldi's students, it was difficult to work the
information into the text. After all, why would the student write in detail about the
society she lived in? As far as she was concerned, everybody knew what the
bocca di lione was and how you gained admission to the Golden Book.

To solve this problem, the writer created a frame story about a modern-day
researcher who had found the student's writings in an archive. The researcher
would interrupt the student's story every once in a while to explain some of the
background. But since the researcher's explanations were simply addressed to the
reader, they read like the lectures they really were. We suggested that the writer
give the researcher a personality and turn his lectures into scenes.
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The writer did better. In the next draft, she had cast herself in the role of the
researcher, and the lectures became first-person scenes of how she was visited by
the ghost of Vivaldi on a trip to Venice. Since her Vivaldi had a powerful
character's voice ("That fool Mozart could roll around on the floor with the
soprano between acts and no one cares. I leave the pulpit once and it follows me
forever."), her tour through Venetian society took on a new life. It was shown
rather than told.

Even though immediate scenes are almost always more engaging than narrative
summary, be careful when self-editing not to convert a// your narrative summary
into scenes. Narrative summary has its uses, the main one being to vary the rhythm
and texture of your writing. Scenes are immediate and engaging, but scene after
scene without a break can become relentless and exhausting, especially if you
tend to write brief, intense scenes. Every once in a while you will want to slow
things down to give your readers a chance to catch their breath, and narrative
summary can be a good way to do this.

One of our clients was given to short scenes in which characters met, talked,
and then parted. All of the dialogue was well written and advanced his story, but
since the writer delivered only five minutes' worth of dialogue in each scene, it
was as if he'd written his entire novel in five-minute chunks. Reading it was like
jogging on railroad ties. He could have run some of his scenes together into
longer scenes, of course (and we suggested he do so), but the real solution was to
use narrative summary to work some extra time into his scenes.

For instance, in the next draft he showed two characters meeting for dinner,
summarized the dinner itself in a paragraph or two of narration, and then showed
the five minutes of after-dinner conversation that were really crucial to the story.
By simply adding a few paragraphs of narration, he stretched the duration of some
of his scenes out to two or three hours without two or three hours' worth of
dialogue and action. As a result his book had a more expansive feel, and his
readers had a chance to breathe.

Narrative summary can also give continuity to your story on a larger scale. We
recently worked on a historical novel in which the main character was forced to
move to Spain during the time of the Inquisition. At first she was terrified of
falling under the power of the inquisitors, but she slowly came to love the people
of her new village so much that by the end of the novel, she stood up to the
inquisitors in order to stay.

The writer originally tried to capture her character's growing appreciation of
her new home with a series of brief scenes spread over the several months it took
for her feelings to evolve. But these short scenes lacked flow, which is especially
critical at the beginning of the story. Instead, we suggested that the writer cut some
of the shorter scenes and narrate the time that passed between the longer ones.
Because the narrative summary was able to capture weeks or months of slow,
steady growth, readers got a smooth sense of the development of the main
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character's feelings, with critical moments in that development illustrated by
scenes. Readers could watch her feelings evolve, and that evolution invited them
into the story and enabled them to identify with the heroine.

Narrative summary can also be useful when you have a lot of repetitive action.
Say you are writing a book about a track star in which your hero participates in
several races. If you show all of these races as immediate scenes, eventually they
all start to read alike. But if you summarize the first few races—have them happen
offstage, in effect—then the one you eventually show as a scene will have real
impact.

And then, some plot developments are simply not important enough to justify
scenes. If an event involves only minor characters, you might do better to
summarize it rather than develop the characters to the point that you could write a
convincing scene about them. Or if you have a minor event that leads up to a key
scene, you might want to narrate the first event so that the scene, when it comes,
will seem even more immediate in contrast.

We once worked on a short story in which the police were tracking a rather
enigmatic suspect. In the course of the story, three events happened in quick
succession: the police realized just what the suspect was up to, they captured him,
and he escaped during interrogation in a surprising way. Since the emphasis of the
story was on what the suspect was up to rather than on his actual capture, we
suggested that the capture be written as narrative summary. By not developing the
capture into a full-blown scene, the writer was able to go almost directly from the
first revelation to a second, more important revelation that comes during
interrogation. The story moved at a faster pace, and the two important scenes
were thrown into sharp relief because a key event between them was given as
narrative summary.

So narration has a place in good fiction. Just make sure you don't use it when
you should be showing rather than telling.

Up until this point, we've been talking about showing and telling on the large
scale, about narrating what should be shown through immediate scenes. But even
within scenes there are ways in which you may tell what you should show. The
Gatsby scene quoted above (Fitzgerald's version) shows us how people react to
Gatsby, and shows us effectively. But the writer also tells us that the three Mr.
Mumbles leaned forward "eagerly," that one girl spoke with enthusiasm, that a
man nodded "in affirmation." Granted, stylistic conventions have changed since
1925, but even so, the telling detracts because it's not needed: we've already been
shown what the writer then proceeds to tell us.

Writers usually indulge in this sort of small-scale telling to put across character
traits or emotions. After all, the primary aim of fiction is to get your readers so
involved in the lives of your characters that they feel what your characters feel.
And they can't do that unless you make your characters' feelings clear. So you tell
them. "Bishop Pettibone was never a man to allow his religion to interfere with
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his private life." "Wilbur felt absolutely defeated." "Geraldine was horrified at
the news."

But telling your readers about your characters' emotions is not the best way to
get your readers involved. Far better to show why your characters feel the way
they do. Instead of saying "Amanda took one look at the hotel room and recoiled
in disgust," describe the room in such a way that the readers feel that disgust for
themselves. You don't want to give your readers information. You want to give
them experiences.

It's more work that way, of course. It's easier simply to say "Erma was
depressed" than to come up with some original bit of action or interior monologue
that shows she's depressed. But if you have her take one bite of her favorite cake
and push the rest away—or polish off the whole cake—you will have given your
readers a far better feel for her depression than you could by simply describing it.
People are depressed—or angry or relieved—in their own unique ways, so
simply conveying the fact of the emotion to your readers doesn't really tell them
who your character is. It's nearly always best to resist the urge to explain. Or, as
we so often write it in manuscript margins, R. U.E.

This tendency to describe a character's emotion may reflect a lack of
confidence on the part of the writer. And more often than not, writers tell their
readers things already shown by dialogue and action. It's as if they're repeating
themselves to make sure their readers get the point. So when you come across an
explanation of a character's emotion, simply cut the explanation. If the emotion is
still shown, then the explanation wasn't needed. If the emotion isn't shown,
rewrite the passage so that it is.

To show you what we mean, take one last look at the Fitzgerald scene, this time
with the explanations taken out. (We've also made a few other editorial changes
using the principles you'll be learning later in the book.) You can see from the
results just how good a job Fitzgerald did in showing all the emotions he tagged
for us unnecessarily:

"I like to come," Lucille said. "I never care what I do, so I always have a good
time. When I was here last, I tore my gown on a chair, and he asked me my name
and address—within a week I got a package from Croirier's with a new evening
gown in it."

"Did you keep it?" Jordan asked.

"Sure I did. [ was going to wear it tonight, but it was too big in the bust and had
to be altered. It was gas blue with lavender beads. Two hundred and sixty-five
dollars."

"There's something funny about a fellow that'll do a thing like that," said the
other girl. "He doesn't want any trouble with anybody."

"Who doesn't?" I said.

"Gatsby. Somebody told me—"

The two girls and Jordan leaned their heads together.
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"Somebody told me that they thought he killed a man."

A thrill passed over all of us. The three Mr. Mumbles bent forward in their
seats.

"I don't think it's so much that,” Lucille said. "It's more that he was a German
spy during the war."

One of the men nodded. "I heard that from a man who knew all about him, grew
up with him in Germany."

"Oh, no," said the first girl, "it couldn't be that, because he was in the American
army during the war. You look at him sometimes when he thinks nobody's looking
at him. I'll bet he killed a man."

Even within descriptions that have nothing to do with character emotion, there
are ways you can show rather than tell. Rather than telling your readers that your
hero's car is an old broken-down wreck, you can show him twisting two bare
wires together to turn on the headlights or driving through a puddle and being
sprayed from the holes in the floor. That way your readers can draw their own
conclusions about the car's condition.

And just to show that editors aren't the only ones who notice showing and
telling imbalances, here's a quote from Frederick Busch's Los Angeles Times
review of Peter Ack-royd's Dickens: Life and Times:

The need to announce, along with a need to reinforce with comment what has
just been clearly shown, results in tones more appropriate to Dickens' funnier re-
creations of his father's pomposities: "So far had the young author already come .
.."; "So did the real world enter Dickens' fiction . . ."; "So did his life, interior
and exterior, continue. . . ." Where was Ackroyd's editor?

Bear in mind that "show, don't tell," is not a hard-and-fast rule. (In fact, none of
the self-editing principles in this book should be treated as rules.) There are going
to be times when telling will create more engagement than showing. In the
Fitzgerald passage, for instance, the line "A thrill passed over all of us" is clearly
telling. And yet this line, coming so close on the rumor that Gatsby may have
killed a man, gives a flavor of cheap gossip to the scene that heightens its effect.

But in good fiction this sort of telling is the exception, and a rare exception at
that. Because when you show your story rather than tell it, you treat your readers
with respect. And that respect makes it easier for you to draw them into the world
you've created.

* How often do you use narrative summary? Are there long passages where
nothing happens in real time? Do

Checklist

the main events in your plot take place in summary or in scenes?

* If you do have too much narrative summary, which sections do you want to
convert into scenes? Does any of it involve major characters, where a scene
could be used to flesh out their personalities? Does any of your narrative
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summary involve major plot twists or surprises? If so, start writing some scenes.

* Do you have any narrative summary, or are you bouncing from scene to
scene without pausing for breath?

* Are you describing your characters' feelings? Have you told us they're
angry? irritated? morose? discouraged? puzzled? excited? happy? elated?
suicidal? Keep an eye out for any places where you mention an emotion outside of
dialogue. Chances are you're telling what you should show. Remember to R.U.E.

Exencises

Spot the telling in the following and convert it to showing. The answers (at
least, our answers) appear at the back of the book.

A. "Mortimer? Mortimer?" Simon Hedges said. "Where are you?"

"Look up, you ninny. I'm on the roof."

"What in blazes are you doing perched up there?"

Mortimer Twill explained to Simon how his long-awaited cupola and weather
vane had finally arrived. He just couldn't wait for Simon to install the gadgets, so
Mortimer had decided to climb up to the roof and complete the installation
himself. He was still sorting through the directions.

"Come on down before you kill yourself," Simon said. "I swear I'll put them up
for you this afternoon."

B. I'd known Uncle Zeb for years, of course, but I didn't feel like I really knew
him until that first time I walked into his shop. All that time I'd thought he was just
kind of handy, but looking at his tools—hundreds of them—and what they were
and the way they were organized, well, I could see he was a craftsman.

If you re in an ambitious mood, take the following bit of narrative summary
and convert it into a scene. Hint: feel free to create any characters or elaborate
on the settings.

C. Once you got off Route 9W, though, you were in another world, a world
where two streets never met at a right angle, where streets, in fact, didn't exist.
Instead you had "courts," "terraces," "ways,"

a "landing" or two. And lining these street-like things were row on row of
little houses that could be distinguished, it seemed, only by the lawn ornaments.
Travelers who disappeared into the developments had been known to call taxis
just to lead them out again.
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Chapter 2

CHARACTERIZATION
AND EXPOSITION

Eloise had always assumed she would grow up to live like her mother—a
quiet, sensible life full of furniture wax, good nutritious breakfasts, and
compulsive bed making. But her first college roommate, Randi, introduced her to
a whole new world, a world where you didn't have to tidy up before you invited
friends in, where you didn't have to squeeze the toothpaste carefully from the
bottom, and where you didn't have to pick up an iron for the rest of your natural
life. Eloise felt like she had been granted a reprieve after eighteen years in the
June Cleaver Institute for Neurotic Young Girls.

Now, after spending ten minutes rooting through a pile of clothes to find a
blouse that wasn't too dirty, then crunching across the living room carpet to spend
another five hunting up a clean cereal bowl, she began

to think that maybe there was something to be said for her mother's lifestyle.

After reading these paragraphs, you know something— possibly something
important—about Eloise, her personality and background. But do you care? Most
readers will probably be unable to work up more than the mildest interest in this
character the writer is working so hard to put over.

You're likely to have spotted the culprit—there's a lot of narrative summary in
that first paragraph—and may already have thought of a way to convert this
material into a scene (you could have Eloise's mother make a surprise visit, for
instance). And, yes, one of the problems with this passage is that it tells us what it
could be showing. In fact, the show-and-tell principle underlies many of the self-
editing points we talk about from now on. But there's a second problem here: the
writer introduces Eloise to his readers all at once and in depth—stopping the
story cold for an overview of her character.

A lot of writers seem to feel they have to give their readers a clear
understanding of a new character before they can get on with their story. They
never bring a character onstage without a brief personality summary. Or else they
introduce their characters with flashbacks to the childhood scenes that made them
who they are—in effect, psychoanalyzing the characters for their readers.

It's often a good idea to introduce a new character with enough physical
description for your readers to picture him or her. As with describing your
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settings, all you need are a few concrete, idiomatic details to jump-start your
readers' imaginations ("A good-looking man in his fifties," for instance, is too
vague to be interesting). But when it comes to your characters' personalities, it's
much more engaging to have these emerge from character action, reaction, interior
monologue, and dialogue than from description.

For instance, watching Eloise fish for clean clothes and crunch across her
carpet is enough to tell us she's a slob. We don't need to know at this point how
she became one. Later in the story, we could learn about her upbringing when her
mother comes to visit. In other words, we could get to know Eloise slowly, with
all the attendant pleasure of gradual discovery, the way we would get to know her
inreal life.

Another reason to avoid thumbnail character sketches is that the personality
traits you tell us about when you introduce a character will (we would hope)
eventually be shown by the way the character behaves in the story. After all, if
you describe a character as an elegant society matron and then show her flicking
food at her husband in a restaurant or picking her nose in church, your readers
won't believe your description. If your characters actually act the way your
summaries say they will, the summaries aren't needed. If they don't, the summaries
are misleading. Either way, your fiction is likely to be much more effective
without the character summary.

Also, when you sum up your characters, you risk defining them to the point that
they're boxed in by the characterization with no room to grow. Someone once
asked Leonard Nimoy how he came to develop the complex relationship between
Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock that was one of the chief strengths of the old Star
Trek series. How had he gone about working out such a deep and authentic
friendship beforehand? Nimoy simply said that he hadn't—and in fact couldn't
have—worked it out in advance. Had he consciously mapped out Spock's
relationship with Kirk, that relationship would never have been any deeper than
the plan he had worked out. Instead he played the character intuitively, and there
was no limit to the depth the relationship could attain.

When you define your characters the minute you introduce them, you may be
setting boundary lines that your readers will use to interpret your characters'
actions through the rest of the book. But if you allow your readers to get to know
your characters gradually, each reader will interpret them in his or her own way,
thus getting a deeper sense of who your characters are than you could ever convey
in a summary. Allowing your readers this sort of leeway in understanding your
characters enables you to reach a wider audience—and reach it far more
effectively—than would defining your characters before we get to know them or
analyzing them afterward.

Finally, sketching out your characters for your readers is just plain obtrusive.
It's a form of telling that is almost certain to make your readers aware that you the
writer are hard at work.
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Some writers take a more subtle approach than simply describing a new
character's personality—they describe each new character's history. In the course
of the story, they may even trace their characters' ancestry back two or three
generations. It's perfectly understandable that a writer should undertake this sort

of historical characterization. Delving
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into a character's past can be a good way for you to understand the character
in the present. But though it may have been helpful for you to write a character's

history, it may not be necessary for your readers to read it. Once you understand a
character well enough to bring him or her to life, we don't have to know where the

character came from.
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Also, since the easiest way to bring out a character's history is through
flashback, and since you bring your present story to a halt whenever you start a
flashback, it doesn't take many flashbacks to make your present-time story jerky or
hard to follow. So if you find your story too heavily burdened with the past,
consider letting some of the past go. The characterization you draw from the
flashback may not be needed, or you may be able to find a way to bring it out in
the present.

We recently worked on a book about a superficially happy man in his early
forties who begins to explore his past after his second marriage fails. He starts
out in an attempt to win his ex-wife back and in the end discovers that several
people around him, including his closest friends, are not who he thought they
were. The story of the hero's past, which included a bizarrely abusive mother, is
critical to the plot, and the writer brought it out in a series of very well written
flashbacks.

The problem was that the writer gave us flashbacks of the ex-wife's past, of the
hero's father's childhood, and of the life of some of the hero's childhood friends.
In the middle of the book, the writer included six chapters in a row made up
entirely of flashbacks with a paragraph or two at the beginning and end to give the
flashback a frame—the hero's present life simply disappeared for more than a
hundred pages. We suggested that the writer cut all but the most essential
flashbacks and let us get to know his characters in the present rather than in the
past.

So how do you go about establishing a character gradually and unobtrusively?
The art of establishing a character is a large enough topic to make a book in itself,
but there are some techniques that fall within the area of fiction mechanics. You
can have one character characterized by another instead of by the writer. Rather
than writing, "Cuthbert was not the sort of person whom others were drawn to
immediately," you can have one of your characters say, "Like most people, I
disliked Cuthbert on first sight."

Also, you can develop your character through dialogue and '"beats"
(descriptions of physical action. We'll cover both of these topics in considerable
detail later. For now, if you want to learn who someone really is, watch what they
say and do. And if you want your readers to get a feel for who your characters
really are, show them to us through dialogue and action.

Another unobtrusive way to develop a character is to write not about the
character directly but about other matters from that character's viewpoint. This
amounts to your giving us your character's views of the world rather than your
views of your character. We'll get into this in more depth in the following chapter,
but for now consider the opening paragraph of Graham Greene's Monsignor
Quixote:

It happened this way: Father Quixote had ordered his solitary lunch from his
housekeeper and set off to buy wine at a local cooperative eight kilometers away
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from El Toboso on the main road to Valencia. It was a day when the heat stood
and quivered on the dry fields, and there was no air conditioning in the little Seat
600 he had bought, already second hand, eight years before. As he drove he
thought sadly of the day when he would

have to find a new car. A dog's years can be multiplied by seven to equal a
man's, and by that calculation his car would still be in early middle age, but he
noticed how already his parishioners began to regard his Seat as almost senile.
"You can't trust it, Don Quixote," they would warn him, and he could only reply,
"It has been with me through many bad days, and I pray God that it may survive
me." So many of his prayers had remained unanswered that he had hopes this one
prayer of his had lodged all the time like wax in the Eternal ear.

This characterization is not particularly gradual. We have known Father
Quixote for all of one paragraph, but by its end we know quite a lot about him, his
circumstances, his turn of mind, his sense of humor. But notice that Greene says
absolutely nothing about Quixote himself. He talks about the priest's car, his
parishioners, his prayer life, not about his character. Yet because we get all of this
information from Quixote's point of view, the priest is there before us.

And we get to recognize him for ourselves, making our own judgments about
his personality,. When you present your readers with already-arrived-at
conclusions about your characters, you leave your readers with nothing to do, and
passive readers are at best unengaged and at worst bored. You need to let your
readers take an active role in the writer-reader partnership to draw them into your
story.

Everything we've said about characterization applies to exposition as well.
Background, backstory (what happened before the story begins), the information
your readers need in order to follow and appreciate your plot—all these should
be brought out as unobtrusively as possible. When you give your readers all of
your exposition all at once, you're likely to be feeding them more information than
they can absorb. And unless you're John le Carre, you can't get by with forcing
readers to flip pages back and forth in order to follow your story. Not to mention
the risk you run of lecturing your readers. A good rule of thumb is to give your
readers only as much background information, or history, or characterization, as
they need at any given time.

The theory and practice of circumventing burglar alarms was a major part of
the plot in a client's police procedural. In the first draft, the writer included nearly
an entire chapter on how the various types of burglar alarms work and how they
can be defeated—which, of course, effectively stopped his story short while he
delivered a lecture. In his second draft he worked the same information in at
various places throughout the book, giving readers just as much burglar-alarm
theory as they needed to know at any given point.

The most obtrusive type of exposition is, of course, a long discourse in the
narrative voice, like the how-to on burglar alarms. As you'll remember from the
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first chapter, these blocks of what is essentially nonfiction can usually be
converted into immediate scenes. But just because exposition takes place in a
scene doesn't necessarily mean it's unobtrusive. A few decades ago most stage
plays opened with what they called "a feather duster." The maid (carrying a
feather duster) would walk on the stage and answer a conveniently placed
telephone:

Hello? . . . No, Master Reginald isn't here. He and Mistress Elmira went to the
airport to pick up his brother Zack, who disappeared twenty years ago with half
the family fortune and has now been found living in the Andes. . . . What? No,
young Master Roderick isn't here either. He and his young lady, Faith
Hubberthwait-Jones, have gone off to see his solicitor about the possibility of
opening the trust left to him by Great-Uncle Fornsby. . . . Yes, she is Lord
Hubberthwait-Jones's daughter—a fine old family, but not a penny to their name. .
.. No, I'm afraid Blump, the groundskeeper, isn't here either. He's running the
prize hound, Artaxerxes, in the Chipping Sodbury Meet in hopes of winning
enough to cover his gambling debts. . . . Yes, thank you, I'll tell them you called.

Technically this sort of thing is dialogue, but it doesn't sound like anything
anyone on this planet, in this century, would actually say. It is possible to get
exposition across unobtrusively through dialogue, but when your characters start
talking solely for the sake of informing your readers, the exposition gets in the
way of believable characterization. So be on the lookout for places where your
dialogue is actually exposition in disguise.

The same holds true for interior monologue. We once worked on a historical
mystery set in a sixteenth-century convent. At one point, the main character simply
sat in her room and pondered such everyday details of convent life as why the
sisters were given the rooms they occupied. Technically it was interior
monologue, but it was also out of character—people simply don't sit around and
think about everyday details of their lives. In the writer's next draft a new sister
arrived at the convent and complained that her room was too small, and the
information came out naturally in a scene.

Or consider this scene, taken from a novel we edited a few years ago. The
point of view is that of a church organist, sitting at her console and watching
mourners file in for a funeral service:

She might've known Fitzhugh Jordan would be there. Some nerve, after all he
did to keep that girl from coming home for Christmas. And just look at him,
slipping into that pew beside his daddy, sweet as Gabriel blowing his horn. She
was surprised Peter Griffith would let him in the church; then again, she wasn't,
considering.

Peter and Melinda Griffith were the last ones. And not a minute too soon. Mary
Lou was about to run out of music and have to repeat herself.

Peter walked right close to Melinda, though there could've been a wall of glass
between them for all the contact they made. But Mary Lou had to admit they made
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a handsome couple—Peter tall and dark like an Italian movie star, Melinda blond
and sweet-looking, though looks do lie.

Melinda looked wounded, that was the only word for it. Hands fluttering, eyes
glancing off people's faces like moths off a window.

The two of them followed Fitzhugh into the family pew, which meant Mary Lou
could finally wind down.

She thought she'd close with "Abide with Me."

Once again, the writer uses interior monologue to bring out the recent history of
the Jordan family in these paragraphs—Fitzhugh's opposition to "that girl" (whose
identity is clear in the context), Peter and Melinda's lost love, Melinda's pain.
And it all comes to the reader so unobtrusively. Mary Lou is such a credible
character, and this material is so much in character, that none of this exposition
feels like exposition. We take in the information not just painlessly but with real
pleasure.

Again, just to prove that other people besides editors notice cumbersome
exposition, here is a quote from Robert Stuart Nathan's review of Victor
O'Reilly's Games of the Hangman:

The novel's other sins include vast passages of irrelevant exposition; people
ignorant of common facts, such as the police official who says the dead boy was
"from a place called Bern," only to have Hugo obligingly respond, "It's the Swiss
capital," and characters awkwardly informing each other of things they already
know, solely for the reader's benefit, as when one character asks, "Do you know
the story of the original Alibe?" and Hugo replies, "Remind me."

Perhaps the toughest exposition challenge is introducing your readers to a new
culture. This could be something as simple as conveying everyday life in rural
Tennessee to readers who may live in Palm Beach (or vice versa). Or you may
have to re-create the sense of life in Restoration London or twelfth-century Paris
or second-century Rome. In a science fiction or fantasy novel, it might involve
conveying an ancient culture based on an alien biology living on a world with a
unique geology. And your readers need to be in that culture from the start of your
story. How do you transport your readers to strange new worlds without loading
down your opening with a lot of exposition?

Bear in mind that this kind of background is really characterization, only what's
being characterized is a culture rather than a person. And as was the case with
characterization, readers can best learn about your locations and backgrounds not
through lengthy exposition but by seeing them in real life.

Consider, for instance, the opening scene from Diana Wynne Jones's
Dogsbody:

The Dog Star stood beneath the Judgment Seats and raged. The green light of
his fury fired the assembled faces viridian. It lit the underside of the rooftrees and
turned their moist blue fruit to emerald.

"None of this is true!" he shouted. "Why can't you believe me, instead of
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listening to himr He blazed on the chief witness, a blue luminary from the Castor
complex, firing him turquoise. The witness backed hastily out of range.

"Sirius," the First Judge rumbled quietly, "we've already found you guilty.
Unless you've anything reasonable to say, be quiet and let the Court pass
sentence."

"No I will not be quiet!" Sirius shouted up at the huge ruddy figure. He was not
afraid of Antares. He had often sat beside him as Judge on those same Judgment
Seats—that was one of the many miserable things about this trial. "You haven't
listened to a word I've said, all through. I did not kill that luminary—I only hit
him. I was not negligent, and I've offered to look for the Zoi. The most you can
accuse me of is losing my temper—"

"Once too often, in the opinion of this Court," remarked big crimson
Betelgeuse, the Second Judge, in his dry way.

"And I've admitted I lost my temper," said Sirius.

"No one would have believed you if you hadn't," said Betelgeuse.

A long flicker of amusement ran around the assembled luminaries. Sirius glared
at them. The hall of blue trees was packed with people from every sphere and all
orders of effulgence. It was not often one of the high effulgents was on trial for his
life—and there never had been one so notorious for losing his temper.

It takes a lot of self-confidence to drop readers into the middle of the trial of a
star god by a council of his peers and

leave so much unexplained—readers never see the hall of blue trees again, for
instance, and we don't learn what a Zoi is until near the end of the novel. And yet,
this approach works, in part because the emotions are so powerful that readers
are drawn into the story despite the unanswered questions. Indeed, finding the
answers is one of the things that keeps readers reading. Also, by never explaining
her situations, by trusting her readers to keep up with her, Jones pays her readers
the compliment of assuming them to be intelligent.

And that's a compliment any writer would do well to pass along.

Chechlist

* Look back over a scene or chapter that introduces one or more characters.
How much time, 1f any, have you spent describing the new characters' character?
Are you telling us about characteristics that will later show up in dialogue and
action?

* How about character histories? How many of your characters' childhoods
have you developed in detail? Can some of these life stories be cut?

* What information (technical details, characters' past histories, backgrounds
on locations or families) do your readers need in order to understand your story?
At what point in the story do they need to know it?

* How are you getting this information across to your readers? Have you given
it to them all at once through a short writer-to-reader lecture (see exercise B)?
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« If the exposition comes out through dialogue, is it through dialogue your
characters would actually speak even if your readers didn't have to know the
information? In other words, does the dialogue exist only to put the information
across?

Exercises

A. How would you develop the following character through a series of
scenes? Keep in mind that the scenes don't have to be consecutive and that
some of the material need not be included at all

Maggie had reached the cusp of her childhood, that gray area between girl and
woman when she could be either, neither, or both almost at will. There had not
been (and probably would not be) a lonelier time in her life. She could no longer
associate with children, whose interests now bored her. But she wasn't
comfortable with adults, for she still carried the energy of a child and couldn't
slow herself down to the adults' pace.

And so she found herself trapped between the banal and the dull, trying to shape
her life with

only the help of her contemporaries, who were as adrift as she was. Given all
this, was it any wonder she sometimes seemed, well, exasperated (and
exasperating) to her parents?

B. Now try the same thing with a passage of exposition.

The county had changed over the years. It had all started with the George
Washington Bridge, which finally put the west side of the Hudson within
commuting distance of New York City without the bother of trains and ferries.
Then had come the Tappan Zee Bridge, a second artery running right through the
heart of the county. It was only a matter of time before the family farms were
turned into developments and the little two-lane roads became four-lane
highways.

Fred could remember when Nanuet had only one traffic light. Now it had a
string of twelve of them on Route 59 alone, mostly in front of the mall. (The
Mall!) And Route 59 itself was well on its way to becoming a continuous string
of malls and shopping centers, all the way from Nyack to Suffern and beyond. It
had reached the point where shoppers outnumbered residents three to one on a

busy day.
Chapter 3

POINT OF VIEW
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"Want some buttermilk?" July asked, going to the crock.

"No, sir," Joe said. He hated buttermilk, but July loved it so that he always
asked anyway.

"You ask him that every night," Elmira said from the edge of the loft. It irritated
her that July came home and did exactly the same things day after day.

"Stop asking him," she said sharply. "Let him get his own buttermilk if he wants
any. It's been four months now and he ain't drunk a drop—Ilooks like you'd let it
gO.H

She spoke with a heat that surprised July. Elmira could get angry about almost
anything, it seemed. Why would it matter if he invited the boy to have a drink of
buttermilk? All he had to do was say no, which he had.

Larry McMurtry's Lonesome Dove is a powerfully written book, yet some
readers find it hard to get involved in the story, in part because of passages like
the above. The characters are clear, the dialogue has an authentic feel, but in the
second paragraph we're seeing the scene as Joe sees it, in the third we've
switched to Elmira, and in the last paragraph we've switched again, to July. We
never settle into a single point of view.

Some writing books distinguish as many as twenty-six different flavors of point
of view, but there are really only three basic approaches: first person, third
person, and omniscient. The first person is the "I" voice, where all the narration is
written as if the narrator were speaking directly to the readers. ("I knew as soon
as I entered the room that something was wrong, but it was a few seconds before I
realized the stuffed moose was missing.") Note that in first person the narrator is
one of the characters, not the writer.

The first-person point of view has a number of advantages, the main one being
that it gives your readers a great deal of intimacy with your viewpoint character.
When you are writing in the "I" voice, your main character effortlessly invites
your readers into his or her head and shows them the world through his or her
eyes. Consider the following example, adapted from a submission to one of our
workshops:

I never did think I'd see the day when I was thankful for the oak.

I certainly wasn't thankful this last autumn when I stood with my rake in the
middle of the scraggly patches of grass that pass for the front lawn and cursed the
leaves that, I swear, multiplied like loaves and fishes on their way to the ground.
Come autumn, I'll probably stand and curse the tree again.

But for now, when it seems the dog days have come to linger, when the sun'd
bake anyone fool enough to venture off his porch and onto the street—well, that
tree 1s a positive comfort.

Or consider the introduction to the title character in Sharyn McCrumb's The
Ballad of Frankie Silver:

They have brought me down from my beautiful mountain in the white silence of
winter, my wrists bound with hemp rope, my legs tied beneath the pony's belly as

25



if I were a yearling doe taken on the long hunt. And perhaps I am, for I am as
defenseless as a deer, and as silent. They say that deer, who live out their lives in
silence, scream when they are killed. Well, perhaps I will be permitted that.

Of course, in order to succeed in the first-person point of view, you have to
create a character strong enough and interesting enough to keep your readers going
for an entire novel, yet not so eccentric or bizarre that your readers feel trapped
inside his or her head. Also, what you gain in intimacy with the first person, you
lose in perspective. You can't write about anything your main character couldn't
know, which means you have to have your main character on the spot whenever
you want to write an immediate scene. This can limit your plot-development
possibilities.

Also, when you write your entire novel from one point of view, your readers
get to know only one character directly. Everyone else is filtered through your
viewpoint character. One way around this is to write in the first person but from
several different viewpoints—with different scenes done from inside the heads of
different characters. This technique can be highly effective in the hands of an
experienced writer. For instance, over the course of Sol Stein's The Best
Revenge, first-person sections are written from the points of view of six different
characters. And Mary Gordon devotes the last section in The Company of Women
to first-person accounts by all the major characters in turn.

At the other end of the spectrum from the first person is the omniscient point
of view. Instead of being written from inside the head of one of your characters, a
scene in the omniscient point of view is not written from inside anyone's head.
(Note: Some writing books consider scenes that dip into different heads, as in the
Lonesome Dove quote, to be omniscient narration. We have another take on this
technique, but more about that below.) You may think of omniscient narration as a
nineteenth-century technique. ("It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,"
or, "It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a
good fortune must be in want of a wife.") And it's true that the omniscient point of
view reached its most extreme form in nineteenth-century novels such as George

Eliot's Middlemarch, in which the writer pauses the action to address the
reader directly:

If you want to know more particularly how Mary looked, ten to one you will
see a face like hers in the crowded street tomorrow, if you are there on the watch:
she will not be among those daughters of Zion who are haughty, and walk with
stretched-out necks and wanton eyes, mincing as they go. Let all those pass, and
fix your eyes on some small plump brownish person of firm but quiet carriage,
who looks about her, but does not suppose that anybody is looking at her.

You're unlikely to want to go as far as this—it's difficult to maintain
transparency when you're having a chat with your readers—but the omniscient
point of view in its milder forms does have its uses. A number of writers, from
Joyce Carol Oates to Douglas Adams, have written successfully using the
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omniscient point of view.

Consider these paragraphs from Jane Langton's Divine Inspiration. Earlier,
through scenes, she has established the necessity of groundwater beneath a church
in order to keep its wooden supporting pilings intact in the soft soil on which it
has been built. She has also established the existence of a sump pump designed to
drain a construction site across the street:

One day a car pulled up beside the excavation. A court hack jumped out,
skidded down the slope and handed the job engineer an order to cease and desist.
The engineer looked at the piece of paper, threw up his
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hands, bellowed at the crane operator and the guy working the power shovel
to get the hell home, leaped into his car and careened away from the curb and the
excavation and the whole job of building a five-story hotel with Georgian exterior
and luxury interior fittings,

raced home and burst in on his wife, fuming and steaming, to find her in
flagrante with his best friend, and in the succeeding uproar and confusion the
little matter of the necessity of turning off the sump pump under the excavation at
the corner of Commonwealth and Clarendon utterly vanished from his mind.
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The neglected pump had long since sucked the excavation dry. Now it was
pumping groundwater, relentlessly draining the saturated soil at level four,
sending the water pulsing into a pipe to be carried by way of the West Side
Interceptor to a pumping station and a treatment plant and eventual discharge into
Boston Harbor. It was gone for good.

Since none of Langton's characters are aware of the pump, this is clearly
written from the omniscient point of view. Yet the pump's abandonment ultimately
leads to the collapse of the church, which plays out in a spectacular, climactic
scene at the end. Langton builds toward this climax with a number of scenes about
the deterioration of the pilings, all written from the omniscient perspective, that
work on the reader like ominous background music throughout the novel.

Note that with the omniscient voice what you gain in perspective you lose in
intimacy. Take a look at the workshop passage we quoted earlier, rewritten as
omniscient narration:

In small South Carolina towns, most houses are built in the shadow of tall
trees. Each autumn, the children charged with the yard care curse the leaves that

seem to multiply on their way to the ground. But on particular mid-afternoons
during the dog days of August, when the blazing sun had taken possession of the
streets and baked anyone who dared to challenge it, entire families retreated to
their front porches, there to await whatever stray breezes happened by in the
shade of those same trees.

One such tree, a tall oak, stood in the front yard of the house Coral Blake
rented from a man who had long ago moved his family north. The lush expanse of
the oak belied the barren nature of the surrounding yard, where little grew except
sparse clumps of grass, random weeds, and a scraggly pair of hydrangea bushes
—pale blue instead of violet.

This passage contains more information than the previous version, but it lacks
the warmth, the sense of what it actually feels like to sit under an old oak tree in
the dog days.

Then there is the third person. If the first person invites intimacy and the
omniscient narrator allows for perspective, the third person strikes a balance
between the two. Actually, it can strike any number of balances—it's the attempt
to define precisely these various degrees of intimacy versus perspective that
leads the obsessive to describe twenty-six different flavors of point of view. It's
much less complicated simply to treat the third-person point of view as a
continuum, running from narrative intimacy to narrative distance. What determines
where your writing falls on the continuum? Perhaps the most basic factors are
your word choice and syntax. The words we have at our disposal to describe the
world arise out of our history, our education, our culture, even our weather, which
1s why the Inuit have so many words for snow and the Irish so many phrases for a
rainy day. When you describe your settings and action using only words from your
viewpoint character's vocabulary, you're not only telling your readers the facts,
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you're running those facts through your viewpoint character's history and
sensibility. On the other hand, when the voice of your descriptions is more
sophisticated, more verbose, perhaps more acutely observant than your viewpoint
character can manage, you've put distance between the two.

Let's take another look at Coral, third person, but in her own words:

Coral Blake mopped the gritty sweat out of her eyes and gazed up at the dusty
green underside of the oak. The dog days of August had settled in, it seemed, and
like most folks in Greeleyville, South Carolina, she took cover from the sun on
her front porch under that grandfatherly tree.

My, how she hated that tree in the autumn. Then, she'd stand out in the scraggly
front yard with a rake and curse the leaves that multiplied like loaves and fishes
as they fell. But now, with her head up against the cool metal of the glider, the tree
was a positive blessing.

And one final look, from a little more distance:

Coral Blake mopped the sweat out of her eyes and gazed up at the dusty green
underside of the oak. It seemed the dog days of August had arrived, and like most
of the citizens of Greeleyville, South Carolina, she took refuge from the sun on her
front porch under the tree.

Ironic how much she hated that tree at other times. Every fall she'd stand in her
threadbare front yard with a rake and curse the leaves that multiplied as they fell.
But now, resting her head against the cool metal of the glider, she considered the
tree to be a blessing.

Or notice how much of Little Lucien's life experience comes through in this
brief description of a summer's evening from Carolyn Chute's Letourneau's Used
Auto Parts:

June bugs growl like bulldozers in the corners of Big Lucien Letourneau's
slanty old piazza and the old twisty tree-sized lilac: bushes put off a smell. Big
Lucien is nowhere around tonight. Norman is not around. Little Lucien is squatted
with his back against the clapboards, his eyes closed, listening to the tantes
whisper in French just inside the screen door . . . something about the gas stove,
he surmises.

Even though it's not clear we're in Little Lucien's head until near the end of the
paragraph, his view of life is already there in the comparison of June bugs to
bulldozers and the way lilacs "put off" a smell. It's the language that makes the
writing intimate.

Another factor that controls your narrative distance is how much you allow
your viewpoint character's emotions to color your descriptions. Say, for instance,
you're writing a description of a New England snowstorm. If your main character
is a middle-aged man who has cleared the driveway twice that week and is
already walking the dog on snow-shoes, then you might describe the snow as
falling "slowly and inexorably, smothering the landscape." If your viewpoint
character is a little girl delighting in her first real winter, you might describe the
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snow "floating gently down and making the yard fresh and new again." Same
facts, different feelings, different descriptions. If, on the other hand, your writing
is emotionally detached, then, well, your writing is emotionally detached.

So what degree of narrative distance is right for you? Broadly speaking, the
more intimate the point of view, the better. One of the most vital and difficult tasks
facing a writer is creating believable and engaging characters, and an intimate
point of view is a terrific way to do this. When you use your characters' language
in your descriptions, you not only convey the sights and sounds around them, you
also convey their history, their education, and the culture they live in, without any
additional effort. If one collegiate character watches an old Mustang go by and
hears a "loud motor," and another hears a "302 Windsor with Holly duals and
glasspacks," an astute reader can guess at how they spent their respective high
school years.

Allowing your characters' emotions to steep into your descriptions also lets
you use description more freely. When your descriptions simply convey
information to your read-

SO

ers, they interrupt the story and slow the pace down. To avoid this, many
writers pare description down to a bare minimum, often leaving their writing
sterile and their pace overly uniform. When description also conveys a
character's personality or mood, you can use it to vary your pace or add texture
without interrupting the flow. The description itself advances the story.

Also, writing with narrative intimacy lets you convey a wide range of
emotions, including some so subtle that your viewpoint character may not even be
aware of them. This can be a powerful corrective for writers who take the first
chapter's "show, don't tell," advice too much to heart, stripping all hint of emotion
out of their narrative for fear of slipping into purple prose. The result is often
writing that is cold and spare, if not worse. The emotions have to go somewhere,
and the language of your descriptions is a good place for them.

We once had a client who tried to convey nearly all of his characters' emotion
through dialogue and interior monologue. As a result, his characters felt only the
most self-conscious, intrusive emotions—primarily anger, fear, and lust, which
wore his readers down after a while. He had to learn to allow his viewpoint
character's mood to color the narration before he could capture ennui,
anticipation, contentment, and a host of subtler feelings.

Though you will almost always want narrative intimacy, especially if you're
writing from the viewpoint of a major character, sometimes there are good
reasons for maintaining narrative distance. If you want your readers to focus more
on the action of a scene than on the personalities involved in it, for instance, you
might want to keep the narrative voice more impersonal. Or, if you need to write a
scene from the viewpoint of a minor character, you don't want to present your
readers with a well-rounded, fully developed world-view, lest they assume the
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character 1s more important than he or she actually is. If you want to describe a
situation or state of mind that is beyond your viewpoint character's vocabulary—
because your character is uneducated or a child, for instance—then you might
need to write with more narrative distance. If your viewpoint character is a
psychotic killer, you may want to write his scenes using a more neutral, distant
voice. After all, you want to engage your readers, not drive them to distraction.

The most important thing is to maintain control of your narrative distance, to
use it deliberately to do what you need to do in a given scene. And this is why it's
almost always important to stick with a single viewpoint throughout a given scene
—to decide which character's viewpoint you are going to use, get into that
characters' head, and stay there until the scene is over. Even if you're writing with
greater narrative distance, you would still describe only what your viewpoint
character could see and hear. When you jump from head to head, as in the
Lonesome Dove example, you're trying to achieve narrative intimacy with all your
characters at once, and readers will almost always find that more confusing than
engaging.

Consider the following scene from a client's submission, in which Markey has
just informed Mrs. Blake that her son is dead:

"What happened?" She was standing under the archway to the living room,
staring at him.

Markey looked up. Apparently she was going to be trouble.

"He was in a kayak," he said.

"A kayak. I see." She stepped back into the room. "Then he drowned?"

"Yes, Mrs. Blake, we assume so."

"What do you mean, you assume so?" Her voice began to rise. "How can you
stand there and tell me you assume so? Who are you?"

"Clayton Markey, ma'am."

She could feel his discomfort at being on the other side of a question.

The second paragraph in this example ("Apparently she was going . . .") is
clearly from Markey's point of view, but by the last paragraph we have moved
into Mrs. Blake's head ("She could feel his discomfort. . ."). The transition from
one point of view to the other is gradual, with several paragraphs of dialogue
between. Still, the readers have adjusted to being in Markey's head (they were in
his head for most of the previous page), so the shift to Mrs. Blake's head is jarring
even though it's not abrupt. Enough of these shifts and readers can lose their
involvement in the story.

And yet there are writers who manage to move from head to head successfully.
How? Consider the following, from Alice Hoffman's Practical Magic. Sally's
sister Gillian has just arrived on the stoop after an absence of many years.

Antonia 1is one of Sally's daughters, and Jimmy is Gillian's lover:

Gillian stops to take a good look at Sally.

"I can't believe how much I've missed you."
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Gillian sounds as if she herself was surprised to discover this. She's sticking
her fingernails into the palms of her hands, as if to wake herself from a bad
dream. If she weren't desperate, she wouldn't be here, running to her big sister for
help, when she spent her whole life trying to be as self-sufficient as a stone.
Everyone else had families, and went east or west or just down the block for
Easter or Thanksgiving, but not Gillian. She could always be counted on to take a
holiday shift, and afterward she always found herself drawn to the best bar in
town, where special hors d'oeuvres are set out for festive occasions, hard-boiled
eggs tinted pale pink and aqua, or little turkey-and-cranberry burritos. One
Thanksgiving Day Gillian went and got a tattoo on her wrist. It was a hot
afternoon in Las Vegas, Nevada, and the sky was the color of a pie plate, and the
fellow over at the tattoo parlor promised her it wouldn't hurt, but it did.

"Everything is such a mess," Gillian admits.

"Well, guess what?" Sally tells her sister. "I know you won't believe this, and 1
know you won't care, but I've actually got my own problems."

The electricity bill, for instance, which has begun to reflect Antonia's
increased use of the radio, which is never for an instant turned off. The fact that
Sally hasn't had a date in almost two years, not even with some cousin or friend of
her next-door neighbor Linda Bennet, and can no longer think of love as a reality,
or even as a possibility, however remote. For all the time they've been apart,
living separate lives, Gillian has been doing as she pleased, fucking whomever
she cares to and waking at noon. She hasn't had to sit up all night with little girls
who have chicken pox, or negotiate curfews, or set her alarm for the proper hour
because someone needs breakfast or a good talking to. Naturally Gillian looks
great. She thinks the world revolves around her.

"Believe me. Your problems are nothing like mine. This time it's really bad,
Sally."

Gillian's voice is getting smaller and smaller, but it's still the same voice that
got Sally through that horrible year when she couldn't bring herself to speak. It's
the voice that urged her on every Tuesday night, no matter what, with a fierce
devotion, the kind you acquire only when you've shared the past.

"Okay." Sally sighs. "Let me have it."

Gillian takes a deep breath. "I've got Jimmy in the car." She comes closer, so
she can whisper in Sally's ear. "The problemis . . ." This is a hard one, it really
is. She has to just get it out and say it, whispered or not. "He's dead."

The reason this works better than the Markey example above or the Lonesome
Dove example at the beginning of the chapter is that Hoffman maintains
considerable narrative

distance for much of the scene, even when in a character's head. The voice
describing Gillian's lonely and dissolute life is as articulate and well organized
as that describing Sally's suburban existence. Readers aren't moving from an
intimate connection with one character to an intimate connection with another, as
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they do with McMurtry. It makes the jumps less jarring.

So when would you want to make these kinds of jumps? Well, not often, since
at the very least it risks literary transparency. If you have an overriding dramatic
mood for the scene that doesn't really belong to any of your characters, then you
might want to try this approach. The key element in Hoffman's scene is the way
the two sisters' lives collide at this moment, and for that to work, Hoffman needs
to create a genuine sense of what each sister's life is truly like. She can't do this
from a single point of view, since at this stage in the story each sister seriously
misunderstands the other. She can't write brief, separate scenes from the two
points of view, since that wouldn't let her build to the climax of Jimmy's body.
She has to jump from head to head.

Remember, though, if you are tempted toward a similar literary effect, that
Alice Hoffman is an expert. Earlier in the Markey scene than was quoted above,
the writer wrote alternating paragraphs from the points of view of Mrs. Blake (in
the shower) and of Markey (walking through her building's lobby and riding the
elevator to her floor). The writer was using this crosscutting technique to build
suspense about Markey's approach, a technique that might have worked well,
except that the jumps back and forth created more confusion than tension.

Say you want to track the emotions of everyone involved in the scene, for
instance. You might naturally gravitate toward writing interior monologue for
everyone, as McMurtry did. Yet using interior monologue in this way can be just a
whit away from telling. Besides, readers need some time to settle into a given
emotional state, so when you move quickly from one passion-charged head to
another, you're likely to leave them behind. They'll know what your various
characters are feeling, but they won't have time to fee/ like any of the characters.
And that kind of emotional connection is exactly what you're after. It's almost
always more effective to stick with a single viewpoint character and let the other
characters' emotions come out through their dialogue and action.

Consider this example, from pages submitted at a workshop. A group of men
led by Elwood are relandscaping the yard of a movie mogul, Zoltan Diesel,
without his knowledge. Harley, one of Elwood's men, is perched on a telephone
pole outside of Diesel's estate to act as a lookout in case Diesel returns. Ford is
an acquaintance of Diesel's who shows up unexpectedly.

"What's going on?" Harley switched the walkie-talkie back on.

Elwood leaned back on the belt that held him high in the tree and yelled to Ford
above the noise of the saws. "Mister, I can't be responsible for your car, you leave
it there. We got branches falling all over the place."

"Who's there?" Harley said over the walkie-talkie. "Elwood, what's going on?"

"If we scratch that car," Elwood said, "our insurance don't cover it."

"Typical Diesel performance," Ford said. "Total disregard of anybody else's
time. Whatever's going on, he can solve it." Ford gave a final puzzled look, got
into the car—opening the door this time—and pulled out.
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"Jesus," said Bart, "why'd you take a chance of talking to him?"

"Because if he stayed here, sooner or later he'd recognize one of us," Elwood
said. "And we wouldn't be able to get out if he did. The Beverly Hills cops are
fast."

This 1s a well-written scene with clear character voices and vivid details, but
the writer is trying to capture too many things at the same time: Harley's
confusion, Elwood's self-assurance, Ford's disgust. In the process she has
muddied the point of view and reduced the reader's involvement in the scene.
(There are at least two point-of-view shifts— finding them is left as an exercise.)
But what if she had written:

Harley switched the walkie-talkie back on and slapped it to his ear. "What's
going on?"

He could hear Elwood yelling above the noise of the saws. "Mister, I can't be
responsible for your car, you leave it there. We got branches falling all over the
place."

"Who's there?" Harley said. "Elwood, what's going on?"

Elwood leaned back on the belt and stared at Ford below him. "Mister, if we
scratch that car, our insurance don't cover it."

"Typical Diesel performance," Ford yelled back. "Total disregard of anybody
else's time. Whatever's going on, he can solve it."

He threw Elwood a final puzzled look, got into the car—opening the door this
time—and pulled out.

"Jesus," Bart said once he was gone, "why'd you take a chance talking to him?"

"Because if he stayed here, sooner or later he'd recognize one of us," Elwood
said. "And we wouldn't be able to get out if he did. The Beverly Hills cops are
fast."

Here, there are only two points of view—Harley's (which includes only what
he could hear through the walkie-talkie) and Elwood's (which includes only what
he would see and hear from the top of the tree). Because the scene isn't trying to
do everything at once, the two dominant emotions— Harley's nervousness and
Elwood's self-confidence—come through much more clearly.

It's worth noting that, because the emotional connection between your readers
and your viewpoint character builds slowly, it's usually a good idea to establish
the point of view as quickly as possible—in the first sentence of the scene if you
can manage it:

"Everything was in place for a perfect day. Mortimer lay stretched out in the
hammock, a novel propped open on his chest, lemonade on the lawn beside him,
hat pulled over his eyes."

"Blanche stared at the rows upon rows of identical cubicles that made up her
office and decided to pack it in and move to Montana."

"When she heard the first shots, Letitia was in the sitting room."

When you make the point of view clear at the beginning of a scene, you get your
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readers involved right away and let them get used to inhabiting your viewpoint
character's head.

So what happens when you have to shift your point of view for sake of the
plot? If, say, you are writing from Inspector Hendircks's point of view and want to
establish that Farnsworth the butler is nervous, without letting Hendircks know—
how do you change the point of view without jerking your readers around? It's
quite simple: end the current scene, insert a linespace, and start a new scene from
the point of view you need, just as we did above with the Harley-Elwood
example. Linespaces prepare readers for a shift (in time, place, or point of view),
so the change in point of view won't catch them by surprise.

For instance, take a look at this example from Zouch, by Elmore Leonard. Lynn
1s being interviewed by Howard, a pushy talk-show host. Juvenal is watching
from offstage:

"Hey, it's beautiful," Howard said. "You're young, you're in love. Heck, then
what's wrong with sleeping together?" He paused. "Unless you're ashamed to
admit it, feel it's something dirty, obscene." Howard frowned. "If you're in love,
why should you feel guilty about sleeping together?"

"I don't feel guilty. I haven't said anything about. . . our relationship." The son
of a bitch, he was even worse than she thought.

"You haven't denied anything either. Hey, I'm not judging. If you're having an
affair with him, that's your business—"

"—but if you bring it on my show then it becomes my business because,
honey, I can talk to you about anything [ want—" Juvenal heard Howard say, as he
was trying to hear what August was telling him through his clenched teeth,
painfully, with great effort.

Here Leonard actually breaks the scene and shifts the point of view with a
linespace in the middle of a line of dialogue, yet the shift is perfectly clear, and
the sharp break adds to the tension of an already tense scene.

Once you have mastered your control of narrative distance, you can use it for
some stunning effects. We once had a client who used varying narrative distance
to build the tension in a scene in which a woman discovers her husband's body
when she returns home from work. He describes the end of her commute—parking
the car in the garage, walking up the sidewalk—with appreciable narrative
distance. But as she gets closer to the bedroom where the body is, the client
begins to use the woman's language and to allow her emotions to color the
descriptions more and more, drawing readers further and further into her head,
until the shocking moment when she turns on the light and sees her husband
hanging from the ceiling fixture. This added technique for building the scene is so
subtle that most readers won't realize it's happening. Yet it increases the tension
almost sublim-inally, giving the scene a powerful payoff.

You can also start out in omniscient narration and then ease into a specific
third-person point of view, in effect the literary equivalent of a camera moving
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from a long shot to gradually close the distance from the actor. Consider these
passages from The Jesuit by John Gallahue:

One morning in 1931, in early June, the pious routine of the rector of a sleepy
seminary in Maryland was spectacularly interrupted. A young priest from the
office of the Apostolic Delegate in Washington, DC, personally delivered a
sealed message from Rome to the Superior of the House. He did not wait for a
reply; indeed, as he informed the rector of the seminary, he had no knowledge
whatsoever of the contents. Saying no more, the priest departed, leaving Father
Dillon to peruse the brief message.

Readers, too, read the message, which demands extraordinary treatment of a
young scholastic named Ulanov, and then we enter Father Dillon's head and the
narrative distance begins to close.

Father Dillon read the telegram three or four times. Finally he delegated one of
his seminarians to fetch his confidential house consultant—Father Sullivan, a
former rector now eighty years old. Together, they tried to comprehend the import
of this extraordinary communication.

Note that the writing at this point, while in the third person rather than
omniscient, 1s still fairly distant. Time is somewhat compressed, and the language
is certainly not tinged with emotion. But by the time the two men have discussed
the appointment, the language is more clearly Dillon's and there is a touch of
edginess creeping in:

The rector was still left with his power of decision, and he meant to exercise
it. It wasn't that he found anything bad in the young man. No, that would represent
a loss of balance, and if there was one virtue the rector prided himself on
possessing, it was perspective. He simply sensed in the young Jesuit an empty
spot. But even that wouldn't have mattered much if Rome hadn't been so insistent
on his promotion.

Of all the means available to you for crafting your story, point of view is one
of your most fundamental. It is how you show who your characters are. It allows
you to convey emotions that often can't be put across in any other way. It allows
your readers to share a character's concerns, to see, if only for an instant, the
world the way he or she sees it. Indeed, along with dialogue and interior
monologue, it is the place where your character's emotions belong,

Point of view is a powerful tool. Master it.

Checklist

* Which point of view are you using and why? If you want continuing
intimacy, are you using the first person? If you want distance, are you using third
person, or omniscient?

* Do you move from head to head? If so, why? Would your story gain power if
you stuck with a single viewpoint character or broke your scenes up at
appropriate places with linespaces to make this possible?
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* Take a look at your language. Is it right for your viewpoint character? If not,
should it be?

* Look at your descriptions. Can you tell how your viewpoint character feels
about what you're describing?

Exexncises

Spot the point of view problems:

A. Susan heard the key in the lock box and then a second key in the front door.
She grabbed Ed by the arm.

"My God, I forgot, it's the realtors."

He looked around the living room, at the papers strewn on the couch, the mail
piled on the coffee table. He remembered the two days' worth of dishes in the
kitchen sink. "What, you mean today? Now? With people?"

They had no time to lose. "You take the kitchen, I'll handle here."

Susan began gathering papers and shoving them in the fireplace, while Ed made
a dash for the kitchen. Once there, he grabbed the dishpan and began stacking
things in it as quietly as he could. He then hoisted the overflowing pan out of the
sink and kicked open the cupboard.

No, they would look in the cupboard. Where then, the refrigerator? Behind the
furnace in the basement?

He ducked out the back door just as Susan backed into the kitchen in front of the
realtor and an earnest young couple.

"You're sure you wouldn't like to tour the upstairs first?" she asked.

"No, actually I'd like to see the basement," the young man said. "I'm thinking of
setting up a shop in my home, and I need to know if there's enough space."

"Oh, very well."

Ed came back through the living room just as the couple disappeared down the
steps.

"Okay, where are the dishes?" Susan said.

"Trunk of the car."

B. A battered New York cab pulled over to the curb and Lance climbed in.
The cabbie was a slight, withdrawn man who wasn't much given to conversation.
This was fine with Lance, who buried himself in the Times as the cab wound its
way north through the traffic choking the Park Avenue tunnel.

Finally the cab pulled up to Grand Central Terminal. Lance handed the cabbie a
ten and disappeared into the crowd.

C. Take a sample scene of, say, an eight-year-old boy named Mitch in
school on a Thursday afternoon at the moment he looks out the window and
realizes that the first snowfall of the year has begun. Write this scene from the
first person, third person, and omniscient points of view.
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Chapter 4

PROPORTION

Eammon flung the peavey to shore, reached down, and lifted Sunshine by
grabbing his jacket collar with his left hand and his belt with his right hand. He
then spun around, clutching the Indian's left shoulder, leaned down to put his right
shoulder into Sunshine's belly, his right arm between the Indian's legs, and
straightened up. He slowly turned on the log that was supporting them, moved
down its length toward the bank, jumped to another log, walked the length of that
one, then stepped on top of several logs running lengthwise of the river until he
finally stepped down into the shallow water near shore.

On reading this passage taken from a workshop submission, it may well have
occurred to you that it takes Eammon an awfully long time to make it to land. The
Indian, Sunshine, has been hurt and the reader doesn't yet know how badly, and
there's a great deal of action both before and after this point— the scene is an
exciting one. But the writer undermines the excitement with his blow-by-blow (or
log-by-log) account of how Eammon made his way to shore. The time spent on a
relatively minor point has thrown the scene out of proportion.

Proportion problems like this one probably arise from the same lack of
confidence that leads beginning writers to describe emotions they've already
shown. It's hard to judge the effect your writing will have on your readers while
you are writing it, so you tend to go overboard. While writing the passage quoted
above, the writer presumably felt it was vital that his readers picture Eammon's
journey over the logs precisely as he himself saw it.

And this sort of proportion problem has exactly the same effect on readers as
excess description. When you fill in all the details and leave nothing to your
readers' imaginations, you're patronizing them. This is even more true now than it
was a few decades ago, when generous, detailed descriptions were the norm. It's
the influence of movies and television again—readers are used to jump-cuts from
scene to scene rather than long transitional shots. Fiction writers, in turn, are
much freer to use ellipses, to leave more of the mundane, bridging action up to
their readers' imaginations. For instance, instead of writing;

The phone rang. Geraldine walked across the room and picked it up. "Hello,"
she said.

A writer nowadays can simply write:

The phone rang.

"Hello," Geraldine said.

And leave the rest to the reader's imagination. And the writer of the example at
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the beginning of this chapter needed only to write:

Eammon flung the peavey away, grabbed Sunshine by his jacket collar and belt,
threw him over his shoulder, and made his way across the logs to shore.

Of course, there are other things that can throw your proportions off besides
simple misjudgment. Sometimes proportion problems arise when a writer is
writing about his or her pet interests or hobbies. We once worked on a thriller that
involved a seventeen-year-old boy making his way across the country, living oft
the land as he went. The book was generally well written, and the writer—
evidently something of a survivalist himself—was given to precise, detailed
descriptions of survival techniques, such as the best way to lash yourself to a tree
limb so you won't fall off while you sleep.

Admittedly these details created an atmosphere of authenticity and established
the writer's authority as a survivalist. And, yes, one of the joys of reading comes
when a writer takes you through some little back alley of life that you never knew
existed. But when we reached the three pages on how to kill and field-dress a
beaver, we decided the writer had gone too far.

Even in the nineteenth century, the age of the long attention span, Herman
Melville created a lot of problems for the readers of Moby-Dick by including
lengthy passages on the natural history of whales. It's easy to drop out of a work
of fiction that has pages and pages of passages like the following;

Book II. {Octavo), Chapter 1. {Grampus).—Though this fish, whose loud
sonorous breathing, or rather blowing, has furnished a proverb to landsmen, is so
well known a denizen of the deep, yet he is not popularly classed among whales.
But possessing all the grand distinctive features of the leviathan, most naturalists
have recognized him for one. He is of moderate octavo size, varying from fifteen
to twenty-five feet in length, and is as a general rule most stylishly dressed. He
swims in herds, and has been seen in habitats as varied as the grand salons of the
Lower East Side and the alehouses of Canarsie. Although an accomplished
dancer, the Grampus is widely known as a poor conversationalist, and therefore
should be avoided in most social situations.

You didn't read the whole paragraph, did you? If you didn't, you're not alone.
The chapter on cetology in Moby-Dick may well be the least-read chapter in great
American literature.

In a more recent example, Michael Crichton has drawn barbs on the proportion
front, as in this excerpt from an otherwise favorable review by Christopher
Lehman-Haupt of Airframe in The New York Times:

What Casey's team suspects may have caused Flight 545's problem is a "Slats
deploy" with no autopilot override. The plane in question, an N-22, has had such
a problem before. In case you don't understand what this means, Casey has been
assigned an assistant who 1s ignorant of the airframe business to whom she says
spontaneously: "You know anything about acrodynamics? No? Well, an aircraft
flies because of the shape of the wing."
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She goes on to explain: "When the aircraft is moving slower, during takeoff and
landing, the wing needs greater curvature to maintain lift. So, at those times we
increase the curvature, by extending sections in the front and back—flaps at the
back, and slats at the leading edge." The trouble is, "if the slats extend, the plane
may become unstable." And this appears to be what happened to Flight 545.

Casey will deliver such lectures at the drop of Mr. Crichton's fingers on his
word processor.

Proportion problems can sometimes arise inadvertently, through cutting. That's
what happened when Judith Searle's first novel, Lovelife, was put under contract
at seven hundred pages during the era when editing at major houses wasn't so
rare. Judith's editor made a number of suggestions for cuts. Soon the manuscript
was trimmed to size. Gone were nearly all the cooking scenes, most of the
philosophical and descriptive passages, and a fair amount of the interior
monologue. Left intact were all the sex scenes. The result was a very steamy
novel indeed, since the cuts radically
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changed the proportion of the sex scenes to the novel as a whole.
So how do you avoid proportion problems? In most cases, it's quite simple:
pay attention.

Most larger proportion problems can be avoided if you pay attention to your
story. After all, if you spend a great deal of time on a given character or plot
element, for whatever reason, your readers naturally assume this element plays an
important role in the story. So if the character you spend time on turns out to be
insignificant or if you never follow up on the plot element you set up in such
detail, readers are going to feel cheated.

In the first draft of a science fiction novel we edited, the writer devoted many
pages to the nature of American society a century from now—developing along
the way some penetrating insights into society as it is today. But after spending the
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first half of the book on this future society, the writer resolved the plot without
involving that society at all. Instead, his hero simply straightened out some
personal problems and then went on to live happily ever after. Since we expected
the writer to use the society he'd spent so much time creating, we felt cheated by
the conclusion, as if the book ended before it was over. In the next draft the writer
gave more emphasis to his character's personal problems earlier in the book and
then involved the futuristic society in his ending. The result was a much more
satisfying story.

A warning: paying attention to your story doesn't mean ruthlessly cutting
everything that doesn't immediately advance your plot. Anyone who's read one of
P. D. James's Adam Dalgleish mysteries can tell you that atmosphere is an
important element, even if its impact on the plot is often subtle. Devices and
Desires takes us on a long tour through both the English countryside and
Dalgleish's past relationship with his aunt before we see the first corpse. And
some readers may well be bored by the slow buildup. But for most, a subtle
tension runs through the buildup that serves to characterize Dalgleish most
effectively, and the discovery of the first body has all the more impact because of
it.

Properly proportioned does not mean textureless. There is always room for
philosophical asides that reveal the narrator's character, subplots that may
resonate with the main plot, forays into odd corners of background that make the
fictional world more three-dimensional. The trick is telling the difference
between digressions that harmonize with the story (even in odd and mysterious
ways) and those that hang on the story like limpets.

One technique for telling the difference is to approach your work as if you
were reading it for the first time. This isn't easy to do, of course—which is why
editors come in so handy—but you can gain some objectivity if you walk away
from your writing for a few days or weeks. When you come back, print out a
scene or chapter and read it over. The idea is to react to the scene like a reader,
not a writer, so you'll get better results if you read hard copy rather than onscreen.
That way you don't have the temptation to fiddle with the text as you read. Instead,
you can ask yourself what interests you the most, what really comes to life, what
involves and intrigues. What moves or fascinates or disturbs or pleases you? Note
your reactions in the margins or on Post-it slips. Don't analyze your reactions—
you'll miss the subtle and mysteriously resonating stuff. And don't make any
changes. Yet.

Once you've figured out what you like, take a look at what's left. Is it really
needed? Does it add? (It can add without being needed in an obvious way.)
Should it be shorter? Longer? This simple process can be surprisingly effective,
because what interests you the most is very often what's going to be of most
interest to your readers. If you feel uncomfortable with the number of
observations made by a character, then your reader's reaction is likely to be at
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least as negative as yours.

And be prepared for surprises. If most of what you enjoyed doesn't obviously
advance your plot, then maybe you need to change your plot. Clearly you're trying
to write a story around the elements that grab you the least, and that's not going to
work. It's far better to rewrite your story in a way that makes use of the good stuft
than to simply to use your story as an excuse for writing the good stuff. In the end,
you want to be able to cut most of what doesn't interest you and still have an
intact, flowing plot made up of the stuff that does.

This method may not work when your proportions are off because you're
writing about your pet interests. It's easy to convince yourself that those long
passages on eighteenth-century theosophy, hand-cranking homemade ice cream, or
the varieties of wildflower in a Blue Ridge Mountain meadow are vital to the
texture of the story. And they may be. But bear in mind that most readers may not
find such topics as interesting as you do.

Once you have trained yourself to see how changes in proportion affect your
story, you can begin to use proportion to shape your readers' response to your
plot. If you have some plot development that you want to come as a surprise,
spend less space on it before you spring it on your readers. Or you could spend as
much or more space on similar plot elements to mask the really important one.
Using proportion to control your readers' response 1s subtle and powerful because
it lets you manipulate your readers without their knowing they're being
manipulated.

Agatha Christie used this technique in her first Miss Marple novel, Murder at
the Vicarage. In that story, Miss Marple was not yet known as a shrewd detective.
She was simply one more doddering old woman in a village amply supplied with
doddering old women. So it came as a satisfying surprise when she gently
explained that there was such a thing as a Maxim silencer, and the sneeze that was
heard some minutes before the murder was supposedly committed may have been
the fatal shot. Had Christie devoted pages to Miss Marple's deductive powers (or
even to developing her character more than that of the other old biddies), the
effect would have been lost.

An early draft of Fran Dorf's Flight presented the writer with a proportion
challenge. Two of the main characters in F/ight are Alan, the son of the town
doctor, and Ethan, the son of the local crazy lady. Ethan, convicted of pushing his
girlfriend Lana off a cliff (she survived), has been out of prison for eight years.
Eventually the reader learns that it wasn't crazy Ethan who pushed Lana off the
cliff, it was Alan; and through most of the book Ethan and Lana lead Alan's
brother through a discovery of the truth.

The proportion problem arose because Dorf had to develop Alan's character in
considerable detail. He was her villain, and the plot pivoted on an understanding
of his personality. But because she spent so much time on Alan, her readers were
likely to assume that Alan must be up to something—and so to guess early on that
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he was the culprit.

Dorf solved this problem by having Ethan escape from prison at the beginning
of the novel, rather than him having been released eight years earlier. She also
added scenes in which an unidentified character (Ethan, of course) stalked Alan
—which set up Alan as a potential victim and so gave her a logical reason to
develop his character. In effect, she controlled the proportions of her plot in order
to mislead her readers.

You can avoid smaller-scale proportion problems—such as in Eammon's trip
to the shore that opened the chapter—by paying attention to your characters. When
you're writing from an intimate point of view, your viewpoint character's interest
at the moment should control the degree of detail you put into your description. If
your hero is fleeing from a Weedwacker-wielding madman, you can show his
panic by describing the passing scenery in the blurriest of details. If your heroine
is fighting a Weedwacker-wielding madman, you can show her focused attention
by describing the battle in precise detail. In fact, allowing your viewpoint
character's interest of the moment to control your descriptive detail is another
way of writing from an intimate point of view.

Once you allow your viewpoint character's interest to determine your
proportions within a description—how much detail you use, which details you
describe first—you can use this connection to subtly create a sense of who your
characters are. Perhaps the best example of this we've seen came from a
workshop submission describing a chance meeting between two women, strangers
to one another, at a roadside cafe. At one point the narrator noticed that her
companion "had eaten all of her french fries but left her little scoop of cottage
cheese untouched." That observation tells you something about the woman who
ate her fries first, but it also tells you something about the narrator. It takes a
certain personality to notice a detail like that.

Consider this passage, from Lee Smith's Black Mountain Breakdown:

At the edge of the back yards Crystal can see their neighborhood all stretched
out along the road. Lights shine at the back of every house, in the kitchens where
the women are finishing up. Sometimes the black shadow of a woman's head
crosses a kitchen window for a minute then vanishes. Agnes's mamma's shadow
stays firmly there in her lighted square. That's where their sink is, by the window.
In the front rooms, the televisions are on and the men are watching TV or reading
the paper, tired. But not at her house. Crystal knows what's happening there. And
sometimes she wishes she lived in one of these other houses, where probably
some of the men have gone to sleep already, stretched out in reclining chairs. The
Varney Boys, Horn and Daris, who are older, have got a big light on in their
driveway and they are out there working on a car. That's what they do all the time.
Their yard is full of parts of cars. Still they are good boys. Horn was the
quarterback last year at Black Rock High, and they are Eagle Scouts. Crystal
would like to have the Varney boys for brothers, grease-stained and open and
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grinning all the time. Not

like her own: Jules, who i1s so old she doesn't even know him, he's just thin
and furious when he's home, which is almost never now, off teaching in a college,
in Sykes, plain ornery, her mother says.

It's clear that we're getting the details that interest Crystal, and matters that
might otherwise be distractions—the location of the sink in Agnes's mother's
house, the Varney boys in their driveway—engage because they are grounded in
her personality.

Once again, though, be careful when you're writing about your pet interests. If,
like most writers, you've shaped your main character after yourself, then your
main character may be far more interested in the coinage of the emperor Aurelian
or experimental jazz from the mid-sixties than any of your readers. Of course,
watching someone explore something they love can often draw readers in so that
they become interested themselves, but the safest approach is to make sure the
material you're writing about helps advance either your plot or your narrator's
character.

Like so many of the other elements of fiction, proportion is a tool. If you use it
without being aware of what it can do, you certainly won't use it to its full
potential and may wind up doing damage to your story. But in skillful hands, it can
subtly draw your readers into your story and bring it to life.

Checklist

» Take a look at your descriptions. Are the details you give the ones your
viewpoint character would notice?

» Reread your first fifty pages, paying attention to what you spend your time
on. Are the characters you develop most fully important to the ending? Do you use
the locations you develop in detail later in the story? Do any of the characters
play a surprising role in the ending? Could readers guess this from the amount of
time you spend on them?

* Do you have tangents—Ilittle subplots or descriptions that don't advance the
plot? If so, are all of them effective? If you don't have any, should you add some?

* Are you writing about your favorite topics or hobbies? If so, give careful
consideration to how much time you spend on them.

Exencises

Correct the proportion in the following passages, both of which come from
workshop submissions:

A. As he approached the last hill, Carter passed two more runners who had
started fast but were now spent and fading. They could no longer keep their arms
up; their stride, once crisp and high-stepping, was now a tired, struggling,
agonized shuffle. They licked their lips; their heads and shoulders drooped and
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swung desperately from side to side as if that extra motion could somehow coax
additional reserve and speed from their aching legs.
B. She walked to the sink, reaching for a glass and turning on the tap. "Watch

out for the egg."

It was too late. Eddy [a four-year-old] was wiping his eyes and didn't see it.
His foot slipped and he landed on the yolk. He began crying again.

Dotty wanted to cry. She grabbed Eddy by the arm, pulling him to his feet.
Reaching for the dishrag, she tried to wipe his pants. "Stop crying," she said,
handing him a glass of water. "Drink this, then go change your pants."

Chapter 5

DIALOGUE MECHANICS

Mr. [Robert] Ludlum has other peculiarities. For example, he hates the "he
said" locution and avoids it as much as possible. Characters in The Bourne
Ultimatum seldom "say" anything. Instead, they cry, interject, interrupt, muse,
state, counter, conclude, mumble, whisper (Mr. Ludlum is great on whispers),
intone, roar, exclaim, fume, explode, mutter. There is one especially unforgettable
tautology: " 'l repeat,’ repeated Alex."

The book may sell in the billions, but it's still junk.

-newgate callender,
The New York Times Book Review

What's the first thing acquisitions editors look for when they begin reading a
fiction submission? Several editors we know have answered that question the
same way: "The first thing I do is find a scene with some dialogue. If the dialogue
doesn't work, the manuscript gets bounced. If it's good, I start reading."

If you're like most writers, you probably find that writing dialogue takes more
thought than writing narration or action. Your characters come alive—or fail to—
when they speak, and it's no easy matter to put just the right words in their mouths.

And because it's such hard work, generations of writers have developed
mechanical tricks to save them the trouble of writing dialogue that effectively
conveys character and emotion—techniques to prop up shaky dialogue, or to
paper over holes and make second-rate dialogue serviceable without a lot of
effort. Not surprisingly, these are tricks to avoid if you want your dialogue to read
like the work of a professional instead of an amateur or a hack.

Once you learn to spot these creaky mechanics, all you have to do 1s stop using
them. And once you stop, you may find that your dialogue—standing on its own—
is a lot stronger than you thought it was when you wrote it. (All those unnecessary
supports you set up just make it look weak.) And should you find that your
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dialogue doesn't stand on its own, then at least you'll know where your next
writing task lies.

Imagine you're at a play. It's the middle of the first act; you're getting really
involved in the drama they're acting out. Suddenly the playwright runs out on the
stage and yells, "Do you see what's happening here? Do you see how her coldness
is behind his infidelity? Have you noticed the way his womanizing has
undermined her confidence? Do you get it?"

You get it, of course, and you feel patronized. You're an intelligent theatergoer,
and what's happening on the stage is clear enough. You don't need the writer to
explain it to you.

This is exactly what happens when you explain your dialogue to your readers.
Consider the following:

"You can't be serious," she said in astonishment.

If you're like most beginning novelists or short-story writers, you write
sentences like these almost without thinking. What could be easier than simply to
tell your readers how a character feels? If she is astonished, you just say so. It
saves all sorts of time and trouble.

It's also lazy writing. When your dialogue is well written, describing your
characters' emotions to your readers is just as patronizing as a playwright running
onto the stage and explaining things to the audience. "You can't be serious,"
conveys astonishment—no explanation is needed. And when you explain dialogue
that needs no explanation, you're writing down to your readers, a surefire way to
turn them off. The theatergoer might or might not walk out of a theater when the
playwright runs on stage; the reader who feels patronized is likely to close the
book. Once again, Resist the Urge to Explain (R.U.E.).

And if your dialogue isn't well written—if it needs the explanation to convey
the emotion—then the explanation really won't help. Say you'd written:

"I find that difficult to accept," she said in astonishment.

Here the explanation does let your readers know that your character is
astonished. But you don't want them to know the fact, you want them to feel the
emotion. You want your readers to be as astonished as she is, and the only way to
do that is to have her say something your readers can imagine themselves saying
when they're astonished. "I find that difficult to accept" doesn't quite do it.

If you tell your readers she is astonished when her dialogue doesn't show
astonishment, then you've created an uncomfortable tension between your
dialogue and your explanation. Your dialogue says one thing; your explanation,
something slightly different. True, your readers probably won't notice—the truth
1s, only editors and reviewers really notice these things. But your readers will be
aware, if only subconsciously, that something is wrong. And that awareness will
undermine their involvement in the scene.

Think about it. There are as many different ways to be astonished (or angry or
relieved or overjoyed) as there are people. The way we react under the influence
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of strong emotion is one of the things that makes us who we are. If you tell your
readers your character is astonished, all they will know 1is that she is astonished.
But if you show them how she is astonished through her dialogue or through a
"beat" (a bit of physical action), they'll know a little more about her. ("She
dropped the whisk, splattering meringue up the cupboard door. 'You can't be
serious.' ") It's showing and telling again, applied to dialogue.

"You can't be serious" also has a formality and coldness about it—compared
to, say, "You've got to be kidding," or "You pulling my chain, dude?" A character
likely to say, "You can't be serious," is also likely to be prim, proper, maybe a
little uptight. And if all her dialogue conveys primness, then your readers will get
to know her character without your ever having to use the word prim. Think of it
this way: Every time you insert an explanation into dialogue, you're cheating your
readers out of a little bit of one of your characters. Do it often enough, and none of
your characters ever comes to life on the page.

Also, while most of your explanations will probably involve your characters'
emotions, be on the lookout for those that explain the content of the dialogue:

Percy burst into the zookeeper's office. Their callous mistreatment was killing
the wombats and he wasn't going to stand for it.

"Is something wrong, sir?" the zookeeper said.

"Don't you realize you're killing those poor innocent creatures, you heartless
fascist?" Percy yelled.

Again, if the dialogue already makes it clear, then you don't have to repeat it.
Your readers will get it the first time. R.U.E.

Of course, dialogue explanations are rarely as obvious as that. More often
they take the form of -/y adverbs, as in:

"I'm afraid it's not going very well," he said grimly.

"Keep scrubbing until you're finished," she said harshly.

"I don't know, I can't seem to work up the steam to do any thing at all," he said
listlessly.

Perhaps it's a lack of confidence on the writer's part, perhaps it's simple
laziness, or perhaps it's a misguided attempt to break up the monotony of using the
unadorned said all the time (more about that in a minute), but all too many fiction
writers tend to pepper their dialogue with -/ys. Which is a good reason to cut
virtually every one you write. Ly adverbs almost always catch the writer in the
act of explaining dialogue—smuggling emotions into speaker attributions that
belong in the dialogue itself. Again, if your dialogue doesn't need the props,
putting the props in will make it seem weak even when it isn't.

There are a few exceptions to this principle, and almost all of them are adverbs
that actually modify the verb said, such as "he said softly" or "she said clearly."
After all, you don't say something grimly in the same sense that you say something
softly. The grimness comes across more by what you say and do—conveyed
through word choice, body language, context—than by how you say it. Again,
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there are as many ways to be grim as there are people, and when you write, "he
said grimly," what you are really saying is, "he said this, and he felt pretty grim
about it." You need to show the grimness, to show what there is about your
character that makes him seem grim.

Besides, if you use them often enough, -Iy adverbs begin to look like Tom
Swifties—one-liners built around -/y adverbs that are named for the archetypal
example: " 'Hurry up," Tom said swiftly." Our favorite is, " 'Don't worry, the
radiation level isn't very high,' Tom said glowingly."

For a final word on the subject, here's a quote from an interview with Gabriel
Garcia Marquez:

To tighten his own writing, [Marquez] has eliminated adverbs, which in
Spanish all have the ending -mente [the equivalent of -Iy/. "Before Chronicle of a
Death Foretoldhe says, "there are many. In Chronicle, 1 think there is one. After
that, in Love there are none. In Spanish, the adverb -mente 1s a very easy solution.
But when you want to use -mente and look for another form, it [the other form]
always is better. It has become so natural to me that I don't even notice anymore."

Unless your dialogue consists entirely of one character talking to himself or
herself, you will need to include speaker attributions so your readers know who
1s saying what. Bear in mind that the on/y reason you need them is so your readers
know who 1s saying what. Don't use speaker attributions as a way of slipping in
explanations of your dialogue ("he growled," "she snapped"). As with all other
types of explanations, either they're unnecessary or they are necessary but
shouldn't be ("Do you consider that amusing?" she whined).

Your best bet is to use the verb said almost without exception. ("I feel terrible
about it," he said. "You always keep me waiting, you never call," she said.) Some
writers get a little nervous when they see a long string of said's spreading over
the page. They hear the voices of their creative writing teachers telling them to
strive for variety and originality in their verbs. So they write:

"Give it to me," she demanded.

"Here it is," he offered.

"Is 1t loaded?" she inquired.

Or even worse:

"I hate to admit that," he grimaced.

"Come closer," she smiled.

"So you've changed your mind," he chuckled.

To use verbs like these last three for speaker attributions is to brand yourself as
an amateur—and to stick your character with an action that is physically
impossible. No one outside of hack fiction has ever been able to grimace or smile
or chuckle a sentence.

We're all in favor of choosing exactly the right verb for the action, but when
you're writing speaker attributions the right verb is nearly always said. The
reason those well-intentioned attempts at variety don't work is that verbs other
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than said tend to draw attention away from the dialogue. They jump out at the
reader, make the reader aware, 1f only for a second, of the mechanics of writing.
They draw attention to your technique, and a technique that distracts the reader is
never a good idea. You want your readers to pay attention to your dialogue, not
the means by which you get it to them.

Notsordy ia. gong I et Auatt 3 spast, Yeomard,
{W%Mm g of daedins,

Said, on the other hand, isn't even read the way other verbs are read. It is, and
should be, an almost purely mechanical device—more like a punctuation mark
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than a verb. It's absolutely transparent, which makes it graceful and elegant.
Which, actually, is another reason to avoid explanations and adverbs. Even when
you use them with said (we said sternly), they tend to entangle your readers in
your technique rather than leaving them free to concentrate on your dialogue.

There are other ways to keep your speaker attributions transparent. Don't open
a paragraph of dialogue with the speaker attribution. Instead, start a paragraph
with dialogue and place the speaker attribution at the first natural break in the first
sentence. ("I disagree," he said. "Plungers have always been underrated as kitchen
utensils.") This is an especially good idea when the paragraph is fairly long. The
reader's ear seems to require the attribution near the beginning.

Place the character's name or pronoun first in a speaker attribution ("Dave
said"). Reversing the two ("said Dave"), though often done, is less professional.
It has a slightly old-fashioned, first-grade-reader flavor ("Run spot, run" said
Jane). After all, "said he" fell out of favor sometime during the Taft
administration.

Decide how you are going to refer to a character and stick with it for at least
the length of the scene. Don't use "Hubert said" on one page, "Mr. Winchester
said," on the next, and "the old man said" on the third. If you do, your readers will
have to stop reading long enough to figure out that the old man is Hubert
Winchester. Also, most people don't change the way they think of someone they're
talking to in mid-conversation, so neither should your viewpoint character. This
doesn't mean you have to stick with a single form of address for an entire novel,
of course. If you want to show that your heroine is getting to know Mr.
Winchester, for instance, you could have her refer to him as "Mr. Winchester" in
chapter one, "Hubert" in chapter four, and "Hubie" in chapter ten.

If it's clear from the dialogue who is speaking—if two characters are bantering
back and forth, for instance—you can dispense with speaker attributions
altogether. But don't Ping-Pong direct address in an attempt to get rid of speaker
attributions:

"I just don't believe he'd say that, Chet."

"Well, Hortense, I may have heard wrong, but—"

"Cut 1t out, Chet. Just cut it out."

This technique may serve you well in a pinch, but it gets old very quickly.
People just don't talk like that.

If you are still troubled by the number of said| in your dialogue, you can
replace some of them with beats:

"I'd never thought of that before." Roger walked over to the fridge and helped
himself to a soda. "But I suppose a good coat of shellac really would work just as
well, wouldn't 1t?"

Remember, so long as your readers can tell who is speaking, your speaker
attributions have done just what they need to do.

Substituting beats for speaker attributions can come in especially handy when
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your dialogue involves three or more speakers. In this case, you have to let your
readers know who is saying each line of dialogue. But if the lines are brief, you
can wind up with a string of said's on the page that does get annoying after a
while:

"But didn't you promise . . ." Jessie said.

"I did nothing of the sort," Tyrone said.

"Now, look, you two—" Dudley said.

"You stay out of this," Tyrone said.

If you substitute the occasional speaker attribution with a beat, you can break

the monotony of the said’s before it begins to call attention to itself.

"But didn't you promise . . ." Jessie said.

"I did nothing of the sort," Tyrone said.

Dudley stepped between them and held up his

hands. "Now, look, you two—"

Tyrone spun on him. "You stay out of this."

Don't get carried away with the technique. It's best to replace only a few of
your speaker attributions with beats. A beat after every line of dialogue is even
more distracting than too many speaker attributions. What you want is a
comfortable balance.

One or two final mechanical points. First, use dashes rather than ellipses, as
in the example above, to show an interruption. Ellipses are used, in fiction at
least, to show a trailing off (as in the first line quoted above) or to show that there
are gaps in the dialogue (as when you're giving one side of a telephone
conversation).

And start a new paragraph whenever you have a new speaker. It will help your
readers keep track of who's saying what. It's often a good idea to start a new
paragraph for dialogue that follows a beat or bit of description, as in the "Dudley
stepped between them ..." in the example above. We'll return to frequent
paragraphing later, but for now just keep in mind that good dialogue looks even
better when you set it apart with its own paragraph.

But the very best thing you can do for good dialogue is never, ever to explain it.

Chechlist

many of them are based on adjectives describing an emotion {Aysterically,
angrily, morosely, and so forth)? You can probably do without most of them,
though perhaps not all.

* How about your speaker attributions? Any physical impossibilities ("he
grimaced," "she snarled")? Any verbs other than said} Remember, though there
are occasional exceptions, even innocuous verbs like replied or answered lack
the unobtrusiveness of said.

* Can you get rid of some of your speaker attributions entirely? Just drop them
and see if it's still clear who
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is speaking. Or try replacing some of them with beats.

* Have you started a paragraph with the speaker attribution?

» Name before the noun ("Renni said") rather than the other way around ("said
Renni")?

* Have you referred to a character more than one way in the same scene?

* Ellipses for gaps, dashes for interruptions, right?

* How often have you paragraphed your dialogue? Try paragraphing a little
more often and see how it reads.

Exencises

Try editing the following exchanges:

A. "You aren't seriously thinking about putting that trash in your body, are
you?" said a voice from behind me, archly.

I put down the package of Twinkies and turned around. It was Fred McDermot,
a passing acquaintance from work. "Pardon me," I said.

"I said, you aren't going to put that stuff in your body, are you?" he repeated.

"Fred, I fail to see how this is any of your business," I chuckled.

"Paul, I'm just interested in your welfare, that's all," he replied. "Do you know
what they put in those things?"

"No, Fred."

"Neither do I, Paul. That's the point."

B. Gatsby redux. This novel was Fitzgerald's masterpiece and deserves its
status as a modern classic. But literary fashions have changed since Gatsby
was published, and techniques that were perfectly fine then seem cumbersome
today. So this is your chance to edit a master. Don't look back at chapter 1, and
have fun.

"I like to come," Lucille said. "I never care what I do, so I always have a
good time. When I was here last, I tore my gown on a chair, and he asked me my
name and address—within a week 1 got a package from Croirier's with a new
evening gown 1in it."

"Did you keep it?" asked Jordan.

"Sure I did. I was going to wear it tonight, but it was too big in the bust and
had to be altered. It was gas blue with lavender beads. Two hundred and sixty-
five dollars."

"There's something funny about a fellow that'll do a thing like that," said the
other girl eagerly. "He doesn't want any trouble with anjho&y"

"Who doesn't?" I inquired.

"Gatsby. Somebody told me—"

The two girls and Jordan leaned together confidentially.

"Somebody told me they thought he killed a man."

A thrill passed over all of us. The three Mr. Mumbles bent forward and
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listened eagerly.

"I don't think it's so much that,” argued Lucille skeptically; "it's more that he
was a German spy during the war."

One of them nodded in confirmation.

"I heard that from a man who knew all about him, grew up with him in
Germany," he assured us positively.

"Oh, no," said the first girl, "it couldn't be that,

because he was in the American army during the war." As our credulity
switched back to her, she leaned forward with enthusiasm. "You look at him
sometimes when he thinks nobody's looking at him. I'll bet he killed a man."

Chapter 6

SEE HOW IT SOUNDS

But it's when [the characters] start talking to one another that their real
problems begin.

After Lady Anne announces that she's got tickets for the theater, her son gushes:
" 'Macbeth'! Oh, Mummy, I love you! It's the one I've always wanted to see."
Later, Sir Peter declares: "I'll never be free again. You killed her, Greta. And then
you made me part of what you'd done. You and your psychopath." The psychopath
in question soon remarks: ""Yeah, DNA. The scientists have got the better of us . . .
Just grab a blood sample, send it off to the lab, and hey presto, Johnny Burglar
gets 10 years."

— geoff nicholson, reviewing Simon Tolkien's Final Witness in The New
York Times

As Nicholson's review suggests, the problem with dialogue is, more often than

not, with the dialogue itself rather

than with the mechanics. The creation of character voice— writing dialogue
that reflects your characters' vocabularies, histories, and emotions—is one of
your greatest challenges as a writer. Professional mechanics can make good
dialogue dazzling, but what do you do if your dialogue is weak to begin with?

Contrary to popular wisdom, you can be taught to write better dialogue, but
that subject would take a book of its own. In the meantime, there are some
mechanical techniques you can use when self-editing that will cure one of the
most common reasons for flat, voiceless dialogue: formality.

The difficulty is that all dialogue 1s formal to some extent. If dialogue were an
accurate representation of the way most people actually talk most of the time, it
would read like this:

"Good morning," he said.
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"Good morning," she said.

"How was the weekend?"

"Oh, fine, fine. Got some stuff done."

"Oh, yeah?"

"Yeah, yeah. Cut the lawn, trimmed the hedges, you know, things like that."

"Umm-humm."

"How about yourself?"

"Me? Uh, pretty much the same, I guess. Cut back the lilacs."

"Yeah, the lilacs. Grow like weeds, don't they?"

"Yeah."

too

If you were to write dialogue like this at novel length, your readers would nod
off before they finished your first chapter. The dialogue you're trying to create has
to be much more compressed, much more focused than real speech. In effect,
dialogue is an artificial creation that sounds natural when you read it.

Most writers go overboard, creating dialogue so artificial that it becomes
stilted and formal—again, it doesn't sound like anything anyone on this planet, in
this century, would actually say. As a result, all the characters sound alike. Stilted
speech is stilted speech no matter who speaks it.

The simplest way to make your dialogue less formal is to use more
contractions. "I would not do that if [ were you" sounds made up, where "I
wouldn't do that if [ were you" sounds like something a person would actually say.
You use contractions, and so should your characters. And if you want to convey
that a character is stiff—that he's pompous or his first language isn't English, or
she's prissy—then dispensing with the contractions is an elegant way to go. "Is it
not wonderful?" just has that continental flair.

Another helpful technique is to use sentence fragments. Consider this exchange:

"Is she pregnant?"

"It doesn't matter whether she is or not. She's not going to marry him."

It sounds much less formal-—and more like real speech—if you edit it to read:
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"Is she pregnant?"

"Doesn't matter whether she is or not, she's not going to marry him."

In the second exchange, the writer has used another technique (in addition to
the sentence fragment) to good effect: the two sentences in the answer to the
question are strung together with a comma instead of the (grammatically correct)
period. If not overused, this technique captures the rhythms of real speech
remarkably well.

If your dialogue seems formal, also check to make sure you aren't trying to
shoehorn information into the dialogue that doesn't belong there. We've already
suggested in chapter 2 that you be wary of disguising your exposition as dialogue,
lest it make your characters speak out of character. It also tends to make dialogue
stilted, as in:
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"Dear," she said, "I realize it seems unfair of me to tell you this now, after
eleven years of marriage and three children, but I'm not the woman I've led you to
believe."

Again, you don't want your characters to speak more fully formed thoughts than
they normally would, just so you can get some information to your readers. This
doesn't mean you should never use dialogue for exposition, of course. Dialogue
can be an excellent means of putting facts across. Just make sure your characters
have a reason for saying the lines you give them, and that the lines themselves are
in character.

Another way to make your dialogue more natural is to weed out fancy
polysyllabic words unless the use of them is right for the character. "Have you
considered the consequences?" sounds like something you read in a book. "Have
you thought about what might happen?" sounds like something somebody might
actually say. So have your characters "think" rather than "conclude," "give up"
rather than "surrender," and "get" rather than "retrieve." What you're going for is
short words packed full of consonants rather than longer, vowel-heavy words.

Another technique for loosening up your dialogue—one well known to
successful screenwriters—is misdirection. In formal dialogue, questions are
always clearly understood and answers are complete and responsive. Real life is
rarely that neat. Consider the difference between:

"I don't know what you were thinking about, going into a place like that. Are
you all right?"

"I'm fine, [ really am."

and

"What did you think you were doing, going into a place like that?"

"I'm all right. Really."

The first version is clear enough, but the bit of misdirection in the second
version gives the dialogue a little extra snap.

So have your characters misunderstand one another once in a while. Have them
answer the unspoken question rather than the one asked out loud. Have them talk
at cross-purposes. Have them hedge. Disagree. Lie. It will go a long way toward
making them sound human.

For a striking example, notice the way Armand studiously ignores the questions
Richie asks in this passage from Elmore Leonard's Killshot:

"Armand," Richie said, "you're not married, are you?"

"No way."

"You ever live with a woman? I mean outside your family?"

"What's the point?"

"Armand, lemme tell you something. You're always telling me something, now
it's my turn. Okay, Armand." If he kept saying the name it would get easier. "You
might have shot a woman or two in your line or work . . . Have you?"

"Go on what you're gonna tell me."
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"Let's say you have. But shooting a woman and understanding a woman are two
entirely different things, man."

Had Armand simply answered Richie's question or told Richie to shut up, the
dialogue wouldn't have the subtle tension and sense of authenticity it does.

Take a look at the following passage of dialogue from a workshop
submission:

"I wasn't expecting you until tomorrow," Anne said.

"I thought it would be a nice idea to drop in."

"Stan, I just got in about five minutes ago. I'm

fixing myself something to eat and then I'm going to get some rest."
"So, what you're trying to tell me is that 'm not wanted. Right?"

HYeS."

If you simply read it silently, this passage probably seems fine. The mechanics
are transparent, and Anne's exasperation with Stan is clear without being
explained through speaker attributions. But try reading the example aloud. We did,
and this is the result:

"I wasn't expecting you until tomorrow," Anne said.

"I just thought it would be nice to drop in, that's
all."

"Stan, I just got in five minutes ago myself. All I want to do is fix something to

eat and get some rest."

"Are you trying to tell me I'm not wanted?"

"You got it."

The changes we made were subtle, but if you read both examples aloud, you
can see the difference they make. The second example reads more like real
speech.

Again, good dialogue isn't an exact transcription of the way people talk but is
more an artifice, a literary device that mimics real speech. This means that even
the best dialogue is by nature slightly formal. And because most of the dialogue
we read has this touch of formality, our eyes are trained to see slightly formal
speech as normal. So if your dialogue is stiff or unnatural, your eye may pass right
over the stiffness as you reread.

The answer of course is to bring your ear into play when you're editing
yourself. After all, we're used to hearing relaxed, normal speech in real life.
Much of the stiffness in a passage of dialogue that doesn't show up when you read
your work silently (such as the "Yes" in the example above) will spring right out
at you when you read out loud. You may find yourself making little changes as you
read. If so, pay attention to these changes—your ear is telling you how your
dialogue should sound. The eye can be fooled, but the ear knows.

In addition to helping you overcome stiffness, reading a passage aloud can help
you find the rhythm of your dialogue. Speaker attributions, when to insert a beat,
when to let the dialogue push ahead—all of this becomes clearer when you hear
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your dialogue being spoken.

Some writers find it helpful to have a friend read through their dialogue with
them, as if it were a screenplay. Others read their dialogue into a tape recorder
and then play it back—more of the stiffness shows up when they listen than when
they read. However you decide to do it, reading your dialogue aloud will almost
always lead you to changes that make it sound more natural.

Reading dialogue aloud can help you develop your characters' unique voices
as well. Select a scene in which two or three characters speak, then go through it
two or three times—reading aloud, in turn, all the lines spoken by a single
character. As you read the first character's lines aloud, you may get a sense of his
or her particular speech rhythms, vocabulary, conversational style (self-
interruptive or self-contained, enthusiastic or rigid), speech mannerisms, and so
forth. Then read the next character's lines aloud, and if the speech style is the
same, you know you've got some rethinking to do. As always when reading aloud,
be alert for any "mistake" or change you make in the process of reading. It may be
an improvement.

Everything we've just said about dialogue applies to narration and description
as well. Consider the following;

It had been Carl's rather desperate willingness to put himself and his home on
display for the membership committee that finally convinced me that something
would have to be done about the longtime erosion of our marriage. The thought of
joining such a group had never occurred to me, and I realized that Carl and I not
only no longer thought the same way about things, we didn't even think about the
same things.

Once again, the passage looks perfectly fine, but if you read it aloud, you will
probably find yourself tripping over the wording from time to time—the "Carl and
I not only no longer thought," for instance. As edited, the passage reads:

Actually, it had been Carl's eagerness to put himself and his home (and his
wife) on display for the membership committee that finally convinced me
something specific would have to be done about the

longtime erosion of our marriage. The thought of joining such a group had
never occurred to me. I realized then that not only did Carl and I no longer think
the same way about things, we didn't even think about the same things.

Even writing that was never intended to be (and probably never will be) read
aloud can be improved if you read aloud as you revise. Every word of this book
was read aloud several times in the course of revision. Passages of narration and
description will read better once they have the sense of rhythm and flow you edit
in while (or after) reading them aloud.

A century ago, Mark Twain could write a novel full of passages like this one

"Why, Huck, doan' de French people talk de same way we does?"

"No, Jim; you couldn't understand a word they said—not a single word."
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"Well, now, I be ding-busted! How do dat come?"

"/ don't know; but it's so. I got some of their jabber out a book. Spose a man
was to come to you and say Polly-voo-franzy—what would you think?"

"I wouldn' think nuff'n; I'd take en bust him over de head."

—and get away with it.

Times have changed, and few writers today would write dialogue as hard to
follow as Twain's. But beginning novelists even today are often tempted to write
dialect—whether it be southern black or Bronx Italian or Locust Valley lockjaw
—using a lot of trick spellings and lexical gimmicks. It's the easy way out.

And like most easy ways, it's not the best way. When you use an unusual
spelling, you are bound to draw the reader's attention away from the dialogue and
onto the means of getting it across. If the dialect gets thick enough, it isn't read so
much as translated—as any modern reader of Huckleberry Finn can tell you. The
occasional dialectical spelling won't get you into trouble with your readers, but it
doesn't take much to make too much.

So how do you get a character's geographical or educational or social
background across? The best way is through word choice, cadence, and grammar.
If you can capture the particular rhythm, the music in, say, a New England
Yankee's way of speaking, you'll have put your character across with great
effectiveness.

Consider this example, taken from Ed McBain's review of The Secret Pilgrim
by John le Carre:

It comes as no surprise that le Carre's tone-perfect ear can recreate in English
even the cadences and styles of people speaking in foreign tongues. Listen, for
example, to the German girl Britta, a prisoner of the Israelis, talking to Ned in her
native tongue, transcribed as English:

"Are you inadequate, Mr. Nobody? I think perhaps you are. In your
occupation, that is normal. You should join us, Mr. Nobody. You should take
lessons with us, and we shall convert you to our cause. Then you will be
adequate."

Isn't that German we're reading?

And then there is the following example, from Catherine Cottle's The Price of
Milk and Honey:

"I didn't stay up to fight," she said. "But I got to find out what it is keeping us
here. What it is keeping my children from being somebody."

"They already be somebody. They born somebodies."

"Somebody to do what? Work the cane field? All I want is what's good for us
and the children."

"You making me crazy, that's what you doing. I used to could forget about the
cane field at night. I used to not remember about my papa and my mama so much.
Now—"

"If we left here, you wouldn't see the cane field no more. You wouldn't have
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nightmares about your papa and your mama, neither. I can't understand why you
stay.

"Why I got to give you a reason? Reason ain't no pain killer. Reason ain't no
free-feeling good world."

Notice that the writer never changes a spelling, never even drops a g. There
are no explanations, no adverbs, and no speaker attributions beyond the first one.
There is one interruption, one bit of misdirection, and neither of the characters
speaks more than three sentences in a row.

But read the passage aloud. When you do, you can feel how right the words
are, how well they fit the mouths of the writer's southern black characters. It takes
courage to write a line like, "Reason ain't no free-feeling good world." But the
results are worth the risk. You can imagine real, live people saying these words.

That's what you should strive for in all your dialogue— to give a sense that the
words you write are words real people would actually speak. Explanations, -/y
adverbs, oddball verbs of speech, trick spellings—these can't really help your
dialogue because they don't really change the dialogue. They take the place of
good dialogue rather than help create it.

And if you're serious about writing fiction well, you will accept no substitutes.

Checklist

* First, read your dialogue aloud. Read your narration out loud, for that matter.
At some point or another, you should read aloud every word you write.

* As you read, be on the lookout for places where you are tempted to change
the wording. Give in to this temptation whenever you can.

* How smooth and polished is your dialogue? Could you use more
contractions, more sentence fragments, more run-on sentences?

* Is your stiff dialogue really exposition in disguise?

* How well do your characters understand one another? Do they ever mislead
one another? Any outright lies?

* How about dialect? Are you using a lot of unusual spellings and other
lexical tricks? If you rewrite your dialect with standard spellings, does it still
read like dialect?

Exencises

A. This exercise was taken from one of our workshop submissions. Try to
edit it so as to get rid of some of the formality.

As they sat quietly catching their breath, Getz said, "We've all been diving
together for a long time and are very comfortable with each other. I understand
you're experienced but you are new to us, so I wonder if you would mind my
giving you a quick quiz, just to satisfy ourselves of your basic competence?"

"Go ahead, sir."
"Okay, this 1s easy. What is your maximum no-decompress bottom time at three
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atmospheres?"

"The U.S. Navy tables allow sixty minutes at sixty feet with a standard rate of
ascent."

"Good work, Mr. Wheeler. Welcome aboard. You see, we try not to take
chances. We are

frequently more than ten hours from a competent physician and there is no
recompression chamber in the country. We don't "push the tables." "

Lou grinned boyishly, speaking with a cigarette in his mouth. "You mean we
don't regularly "push the tables."

B. The following passage was originally written by one of the writers of
this book as a workshop exercise. Be forewarned, it includes every dialogue
point we've made in the last two chapters, and a few points we will make in
chapters yet to come.

I peered through the front window of the garage, which did me no good, since
light hadn't been able to penetrate that window since man walked on the moon.
"Anybody here?" I tapped on the door.

A man came out from the shop wearing greasy, half-unzipped coveralls with the
name "Lester" stitched over the pocket. I hoped he took those off before he got
into my car.

"Yeah, wha' can I do for youse?" he grumbled as he took his cigar stub out of his
mouth and spat near my feet.

"Well, my name is Mr. Baumgarten. I'm here to pick up my car. Is it ready?" |
said sweetly. Truth is, I was ready to get the car away from him whether it was
ready or not.

"Hang onna sec." He stepped back into the

shop and picked up a greasy clipboard with a thick wad of forms under the
clip. "Wha' wuzza name again, Bumgarden?"

"BAUMgarten," I said. You cretin, I thought.

"Yeah, right," he said, pawing through the forms. "Don't see youse here, Mr.
BAUMgarden. Sorry."

"What do you mean, sorry? You have my car in there. Either it's fixed or it's
not." I'm a patient man, but my blood was beginning to boil.

"Loo', mistah, whaddya think—I got time to get, like, intimit wid all my
clientele?" Oh, I bet you get intimate if they're pretty enough, I thought. "You could
be BAUMgarden, you could be his cousin, you could be Governor Pataki for all I
know," he went on. "But I ain't givin you no car less you got papers and I got
matchin' papers. Far as I'm concerned, you ain't on this clipboard, you don't
exist."
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Chapter 7

INTERIOR MONOLOGUE

Big Jim Billups fondled the .38 in his pocket, waddled over to the back of his
truck, and spat. Could've stopped the whole damn thing last night— they didn't
carry no guns. What was the use of doing a job if you didn't do a good one? He
rocked, shifting his weight from one leg to another, and spat again. The sound of
the marchers was closer now.

Soon it would be time.

So far we've looked at two places where you can put the character emotion
you've stripped out of your dialogue mechanics—into the dialogue itself and into
the language of your descriptions written from an intimate point of view. A third
place is interior monologue. Movies and television may be influencing writers to
write more visually, using immediate scenes with specific points of view to put
their stories across. But fiction can always accomplish something that visual
media will never be able to touch. If the passage above (taken from a workshop
submission) were to be filmed, a skillful actor such as Nick Nolte could show
that Big Jim 1s waiting for something, that he's nervous, and that he's a bit
disgusted. But the viewers would never know exactly how he felt or why.

Yet on the page, readers can see how he feels because they have the
opportunity to move from action to thought and back again without ever being
aware that anything out of the ordinary is happening. And yet what's happening is,
when you think about it, remarkable. We're being allowed to see the action going
on inside Big Jim's head. One of the great gifts of literature is that it allows for the
expression of unexpressed thoughts: interior monologue.

As you might expect, allowing your readers to see what your character is
thinking is a powerful, intimate way to establish that character's personality. And,
as you also might expect, interior monologue is so powerful and easy to write—
though, not to write well—that many fiction writers tend to overuse it. Take a look
at the passage that follows, taken from a workshop submission:

"Mike, why are you here?" She asked this in what she hoped sounded like a
neutral and reasonable tone. She knew how close she was to losing her defenses
and made a special effort to pull back and regard Mike with professional
distance.

"I need your help," he said.

"Why come to me?" After all, he knew she hated him.

"Because I trust you."

Laura shook her head and pulled a note pad from the top drawer of her desk.

"I'll give you the names of three excellent therapists," she said, head buried in
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the paper, "and you can choose the one you feel most comfortable with."

"Not that kind of help." His voice was commanding and demanding
simultaneously. "No, this is in the nature of police work."

Laura felt herself becoming angry at him and his intrusion into her life. The
sooner he left the better. "Get to the point, Mike."

If you're like most readers, you found this passage a little irritating. Constant
interruptions are just as annoying on the page as they are in life, and this writer
has interrupted her dialogue with interior monologue over and over again. Just
about every line is followed by an excursion into Laura's head.

So how do you know you've gone too far with interior monologue? Some of
these monologues express thoughts that are already clear from the dialogue itself
("He knew she hated him"), and many of them are dialogue explanations in
disguise ("Laura felt herself becoming angry"). But even if all of them were
legitimate, insightful passages of interior monologue, there are so many that they
interrupt the drive of the dialogue, which itself can express emotion.

It's also possible to have too little interior monologue. Consider the following
scene from a client's submission, Nia, a prosecuting attorney, is back in her
hometown for the

first time in thirty years for the funeral of her father. Her policeman husband,
Simon, has stayed behind to testify in a trial. Rupert is the DA and her boss.

I was in the shower when the telephone rang. 1 grabbed a towel and hurried
back to the bedroom.

"Hey, baby," Simon said.

"Hi," I said.

"How're things going up there?"

"Aunt Celeste and I planned the funeral this morning. I also went to the hospital
to visit Aunt Babe. She has heart problems."

"I wish I could be there with you, but it looks like I'm going to be on the stand
longer than we thought. The defense attorney said this morning that his cross will
last a couple of days."

"You and Rupert getting along?"

"Let's just say he's staying out of my way and I'm staying out of his."

"Whatever it takes."

"You know," he said, "I was thinking we should go away for a few days."

"I can't leave Beulahville that soon. I've got to settle Daddy's estate, sell the
house—"

"There'll be plenty of time to do all of that when we get back."

"It's not a good time, Simon."

"Actually, I've already booked a condo in Nag's Head. My supervisor said it's
a real nice beach."

"I thought you said you were just thinking about it."

"I did think about it and I made a decision. I was hoping you'd be happy."
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"I'm sorry, but I can't go."

"You have to go. If you don't I'll lose my deposit."

"That's not my fault, Simon. You should've asked me about this before you
made the reservation."

"I was trying to do something nice for you. I guess I shouldn't have bothered."

The dialogue is sharp and has nice character voice, and Simon's manipulation
starts to become apparent by the end of the scene. But if you were to read this
snippet of dialogue in 1solation, you might think that Simon and Nia get along
fairly well. Actually, the context shows that she's too exhausted to deal with his
manipulation and feels imposed upon by the entire conversation. But her
exhaustion and intimidation need to be present in the scene as well as in the
context. She doesn't stop feeling these things while she is on the phone with him.
Because she's too intimidated to confront him, the writer can't show her feelings
through dialogue. It would be difficult to work Nia's specific feelings into
emotionally weighted descriptions without breaking up the rhythm of the dialogue.
Also, unlike the subtle emotions that are best conveyed through such weighted
descriptions, her emotions are conscious. She knows she's exhausted and
intimidated. The best solution for showing her feelings is interior monologue. So
take another look at the passage with some interior monologue added:

I was in the shower when the telephone rang. 1 grabbed a towel and hurried
back to the bedroom.

"Hey, baby," Simon said.

Damn. I wasn't sure I had the energy to deal with Celeste again, let alone
Simon. But putting him off was just a shortcut to a scene, so all I said was, "Hi."

"How're things going up there?"

"Aunt Celeste and I planned the funeral this morning. I also went to the hospital
to visit Aunt Babe. She has heart problems."

"I wish I could be there with you, but it looks like I'm going to be on the stand
longer than we thought. The defense attorney said this morning that his cross will
last a couple of days."

"You and Rupert getting along?"

"Let's just say he's staying out of my way and I'm staying out of his."

God, another worry. I could imagine the jury picking up on the tension, and if
the DA doesn't like his own witness, why should they? But I couldn't deal with
this right now, so all I said was, "Whatever it takes."

"You know," he said, "I was thinking we should go away for a few days."

"I can't leave Beulahville that soon," I said. "I've got to settle Daddy's estate,
sell the house—"

"There'll be plenty of time to do all of that when we get back."

"It's not a good time, Simon."

"Actually, I've already booked a condo in Nag's Head. My supervisor said it's
a real nice beach."
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Double damn. I sagged into Daddy's old rump-sprung recliner. "I thought you
said you were just thinking about it."

"I did think about it and I made a decision. I was hoping you'd be happy."

"I'm sorry, but I can't go."

"You have to go. If you don't I'll lose my deposit."

"That's not my fault, Simon. You should've asked me about this before you
made the reservation."

"I was trying to do something nice for you. I guess I shouldn't have bothered."

So what's the right amount of interior monologue? Sorry, you're on your own
with that one. The balance you hit depends on what your characters are feeling,
how important their feelings are to the story at that point, how you want the scene
to flow, and, especially, how evident their feelings are in other ways. But if you're
aware of what interior monologue can accomplish, you're on your way to finding
the balance that works for you.

Once you have, how do you handle your mechanics so that the interior
monologue reads smoothly and professionally? As with dialogue mechanics, the
sterling value is unobtrusiveness. And there is one actual rule, about the only one
we will give you: Never, ever use quotes with your interior monologue. It is not
merely poor style; it is, by today's standards, ungrammatical. Thoughts are
thought, not spoken.
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Also, it's rarely a good idea to have your characters mumble to themselves or
speak under their breath:

"Yes, sir, I'll get right on it, sir," he said, then muttered, "soon as I finish lunch."

It might occasionally be possible to get away with this, assuming a sufficiently
sullen character in a lightweight story, but it's almost always going to come off as
a contrivance.

Other than these two caveats, how you handle your interior monologue depends
almost entirely on your narrative distance. Everybody thinks in his or her own
words, so your characters' interior monologue is, like their dialogue, always in
their voice. To the extent that your narrative is in a different voice, you need to set
the interior monologue off, to indicate that it's separate.

When the distinction is sharp, you could use thinker attributions—phrases such
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as "he thought" or "she wondered." Like speaker attributions, these mechanical
tags usually serve to let your readers know who is thinking what. Very nearly the
only time you need them is when you're writing from an extremely distant point of
view, as in the following passage from James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man:

A girl stood before him in midstream, alone and still, gazing out to sea. She
seemed like one whom magic had changed into the likeness of a strange and
beautiful seabird. Her long slender bare legs were delicate as a crane's and pure
save where an emerald trail of seaweed had fashioned itself as a sign upon the
flesh. Her thighs, fuller and softhued as ivory, were bared almost to the hips
where the white fringes of her drawers were like a feathering of soft white down.
Her

slateblue skirts were kilted boldly about her waist and dovetailed behind her.
Her bosom was as a bird's, soft and slight, slight and soft as the breast of some
darkplumaged dove. But her long fair hair was girlish, girlish, and touched with
the wonder of mortal beauty, her face.

She was alone and still, gazing out to sea; and when she felt his presence and
the worship of his eyes her eyes turned to him in quiet sufferance of his gaze,
without shame or wantonness. Long, long she suffered his gaze and then quietly
withdrew her eyes from his and bent them towards the stream, gently stirring the
water with her foot hither and thither. The first faint noise of gently moving water
broke the silence, low and faint and whispering, faint as the bells of sleep; hither
and thither, hither and thither: and a faint flame trembled on her cheek.

—Heavenly God! cried Stephen's soul, in an outburst of profane joy.

He turned away from her suddenly and set off across the strand. His cheeks
were aflame; his body was aglow; his limbs were trembling. On and on and on
and on he strode, far out over the sands, singing wildly to the sea, crying to greet
the advent of the life that had cried to him.

Here Joyce needs to write in a radically different voice from the young
Stephen's, since young Stephen (like most people) does not have the artistry to
precisely capture the

epiphany he 1s experiencing. Joyce uses the thinker attribution ("cried
Stephen's soul") to signal the brief shift into Stephen's own voice.

Passages like this should be the rare exception. Whenever you're writing from
a single point of view—as you will be ninety percent of the time—you can simply
jettison thinker attributions. Your readers will know who's doing the thinking.

Had he meant to kill her? Not likely, he thought.

Had he meant to kill her? Not likely.

Another technique for setting off interior monologue sharply is to write it in the
first person (often in italics) when your narrative is in the third, a technique that is
most effective when the passage of interior monologue is a self-conscious,
internal thought—interior dialogue, in effect.
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He had just pulled his mail out of the box and was unlocking the door when he
heard the metallic snap. He glanced back in time to see the Jag starting to roll
slowly down the driveway.

He broke into a sprint. The car was moving more quickly than it seemed to be,
but he managed to catch up to it and grab the back bumper.

Great, what do [ do now?

He stopped, panting, and simply watched the car sail off the retaining wall at
the driveway's bottom.

Effective as this technique can be in letting readers into your characters' heads,
be careful not to use it too often.

Interior dialogue can easily become a gimmick, and if overused it can make
your characters seem as if they have multiple-personality disorder.

Also, unless you are deliberately writing with narrative distance, there is no
reason to cast your interior monologue in the first person. After all, if your
interior monologue is in first person and your narrative is in third, it naturally
creates a sense that the narrator and the thinker are not the same. If they are—if
you are using the same voice for narrative and for interior monologue—your
readers will have a subtle, almost subliminal sense of something wrong that could
drive them right out of the story. It's far easier simply to cast the interior
monologue into the third person, dispensing with any thinker attributions along the
way.

Had I meant to kill her? he thought.

Had he meant to kill her?

And whether or not you are writing with narrative distance, it's not a good
idea to cast all of your interior monologue in italics. Since long passages in
italics (or, indeed, any unusual typeface) are a pain to read, you can only use
this technique ejfectively for passages no longer than a short sentence or two.
Even this brief passage is too long, don tyou think? Also, since generations of
hacks have used italics to punch up otherwise weak dialogue ("I have just about
had it up to here with your get-rich-quick schemes!"), frequent italics have come
to signal weak writing. So you should never resort to them unless they are the
only practical choice, as with the kind of self-conscious

internal dialogue shown above or an occasional emphasis. Unless you really
need italics they're just plain irritating, aren't they?!!!

Where you have a longer passage of interior monologue and are still writing
with some narrative distance, it sometimes helps to set it off in its own paragraph,
especially when the passage signals a change of mood:

Monroe settled into one of the plastic chairs outside the examining room and
flipped through a magazine.

Who was he kidding, he knew he couldn't read anything in the state he was in.
Still, better to look at the pictures in the ads than to stare at the other patients. Or
worse yet, to think about what was going to happen.
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But 1f italics, first person, or separate paragraphs are to be used rarely, what's
the norm? How do you set off your interior monologue when you're writing with
narrative intimacy? Quite simply, you don't. One of the signs that you are writing
from an intimate point of view is that the line between your descriptions and your
interior monologue begins to blur. Readers move effortlessly from seeing the
world through your character's eyes to seeing the world through your character's
mind and back again. Consider the following passage, from one of our workshop
submissions:

He flipped the book over and stared at the quote. "A masterpiece of clarity and
insight by a leading

clinician and theoretician." The words were from Jerome Carver, Jr., MD.

Pond hurled the book at the wall.

Jerry Carver was Pond's best friend, the one who'd run off with Alice after
Pond was released from prison. Just when he'd needed them most. The attribution
should have read, Jerome Carver, Jr., Traitor.

The first two paragraphs of this passage are clearly description, but with the
third, the distinction becomes a bit less obvious. The paragraph starts out with
what looks like backstory, yet by the time the paragraph is finished, it's clear
we're being let into Pond's mind. The interior monologue is third person, past
tense, and the language 1s such as Pond would have used at the time if he had been
speaking out loud. The transition is so smooth the seams don't show.

And, of course, when you're writing in the first person, you can achieve this
sort of seamlessness almost automatically. Note how easily we move from
observations to thoughts and back in the following passage from Sue Grafton's M
Is for Murder:

I surveyed the surrounding area. I spotted the folder with all the newspaper
articles about Guy's past behavior, relieved that the cops hadn't swept through and
taken it. On the other hand, the search warrant probably wasn't that broad. The list
of property to be seized might have been directed only toward the murder weapon
itself. I leafed through the clippings, speed-reading for content, looking for the
name

Outhwaite or anything close. There was nothing. I checked through some of
the stray folders on the desk, but found nothing else that seemed relevant. One
more dead end, though the idea was sound—someone with a grudge making Guy's
life difficult. I pressed the file under my arm and left the room, turning off the
lights as I went.

One final wrinkle. Even in the first person, there are rare cases when you need
to set interior monologue off from the narrative voice. Some first-person novels
are written with the narrator looking back on events that took place in his or her
past, often because a more mature narrative voice can provide a worldly-wise
perspective on the story. At times, it's necessary for such a narrator to distinguish
between what he or she is thinking in the narrative present and what he or she
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thought at the time of the story. Consider the following, from Mary Renault's The
Praise Singer, a historical novel set in ancient Greece. In it the narrator, the lyric
poet Simonides, remembers from his retirement the time he was invited by his
brother Theas to return to his home city for the first time after taking up his
profession:

Theas clapped me on the shoulder. "Next time, write a letter we can show oft
to our friends. No one knows you've become a scholar. But what got into you, not
to know what to do? Have you been so long away, you've forgotten the Apollo
festival?"

It was true; I had. The moon was waxing now, and it came at the next new
moon.

"Only stand up at the contest," he said, "and sing as you did tonight, and the rest
will be wondering why they troubled to try."

It had long been out of my thoughts, to sing in Keos. Time and change had
touched the boy who had flinched before; the roads of the earth and the ways of
men, learning and skill, pride and anger. A man thought now, Yes, I could sing
before my father.

Note that the description of his maturing over the years ("Time and change . .
") 1s written from the perspective of the much older Simonides, who is narrating
the book. Because the narrative voice is much more mature than Simonides's
voice at the time, Renault has to use a thinker attribution to distinguish between
the two.

As we said earlier, gaining control of your narrative distance can open the
door for all sorts of effects, and this is even more true when you work interior
monologue into the mix. Consider the following from a client's manuscript. Dr.
Morris Fitzmaurice is a chemical researcher who has been sinking slowly into
drug-crazed delirium. He is about to meet with his board of directors to discuss
his funding.

He entered the boardroom and discovered a reeling, chaotic mess. All of the
walls billowed with a hot, demonic wind. The twelve members of the board had
taken on bestial aspects (or perhaps he was seeing them for the first time as they
truly were), and Morris

instantly perceived that the roast beef sandwiches they devoured as they
waited for him in many ways symbolized their way of life—carnivorous, preying
on the flesh of those weaker and slower. Jolas looked up at him with blood
staining his teeth and smiled a smile that was more than fifty percent leer and
Tinsdale reached out to take his hand as if to give one's hand in some way meant
to acquiesce, to agree with the corrupt morals of these animals, to shake and in a
sense wash one's hands of the slow rape of the environment which their kind
endorsed, as they had since first a king declared himself to be better than those
around him and raised around himself a noble class to aid him in living well off
the sweat of others' brows just as these men had taken Morris's ideas and labor
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and bought themselves houses in Greenwich and Westport with tennis courts and
pools, where their Negro servants came in to do their manual labor for them and
they probably porked the maid while their wives were away and then when she
had their illegitimate kid paid her to go live in Florida because she wasn't
educated and didn't know she could get child support and she went along just like
his grandfather had when these bastards came in and drove him off his farm his
whole life and pushed him to drink and eventually killed him far younger than he
should have died and now they sat smugly in their upholstered chairs and because
they had money and power they expected Morris to suck the slime out from
between their sweaty toes. Well, he wouldn't do it!

With his empty bottle of Cuervo Gold held aloft, the first words Morris spoke
to the Board of Directors of Exeter Chemical were these:

"You filthy negro-maid-fuckers, you killed my grandfather. You bastards are
going to burn in hell for the next thousand years. Your next twenty-three
incarnations will be as cockroaches. Die, verminous scum."

That's the gist of how Dr. Morris Fitzmaurice lost his job at Exeter Chemical.

Note that the writer is making good use of a varying narrative distance. Most of
the first part of this novel is written firmly from Morris's point of view, but as
Morris gets crazier and crazier, the narrative viewpoint becomes more and more
distant. The last three paragraphs of this excerpt are almost written from the
omniscient point of view—which is fortunate, since a page or two inside Morris's
head is all most readers can stand at this point.

We have noticed since the first edition of this book came out that a lot of
writers have taken our advice about showing and telling too much to heart. The
result has sometimes been sterile writing, consisting mostly of bare-bones
descriptions and skeletal dialogue. Yet fiction allows for marvelous richness and
depth, and nowhere more so than through interior monologue. You have to be
careful not to go overboard, but interior monologue gives you the opportunity to
invite your readers into your characters' minds, sometimes to stunning effect.

Mastering it is well worth the effort.

Chechlist

* First, how much interior monologue do you have? You might want to take out
the highlighter again and mark every passage that occurs inside someone's head.

 If you seem to have a lot, check to see whether some of your interior
monologue is actually dialogue description in disguise. Are you using interior
monologue to show things that should be told? Should some of your longer
passages be turned into scenes?

* Do you have thinker attributions you should get rid of by recasting into third
person, by setting the interior monologue off in its own paragraph or in italics, or
by simply dropping the attribution?
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* What sort of mechanics are you using? Are you using thinker attributions,
italics, first person when your narrative is in the third person? If so, are you
writing from a distant point of view? In other words, do your mechanics match
your narrative distance?

Exencises

A. Try your hand at editing the following:

"Excuse me, miss, but I'm giving a seminar over in room 206 in a few minutes,
and I need an overhead projector." The man at the door of the audiovisual room
was actually wearing a tweed jacket with leather patches at the elbows. All he
needs is a pipe, Kimberly thought.

"Okay, if you want an overhead or something like that—a movie projector or
slides or whatever—you have to fill out a form ahead of time," she said briskly.
"Then we can, like, line everything up and—"

"I know. I sent in the form three weeks ago."

Okay, she thought, that would have been when Ed was still in charge of AV. And
he would have taken care of this, wouldn't he? I mean, Ed was a little sloppy and
all—I'm going to have to clean up the office when I get a chance—but he
basically got things done.

"You've been up to the seminar room?" she said.

"Yes," he replied, "and the projector wasn't there."

Oh, God, she thought. Great. I've only been in charge for fifteen minutes and
already there's a

major screw-up. "Okay, do you have your, whattya call it, your course form?"

He snapped his briefcase open, reached into it, and pulled out the familiar green
card. "Right here."

Yeah, there it was, right on the form where it was supposed to be. "Give me a
minute."

She ducked into the office and dug out the clipboard with all the requisitions on
it. After five minutes, he got tired of waiting and stuck his head in the office.

"Miss? I don't want to be.late," he said irritably.

"All right, mister." Jeez, she thought, he could at least give her a little time.
"What's the course number?"

"A3205."

She went through the forms again. Definitely no A3205 there. "What's the room
number?"

"As I believe I just told you, it's 206. I don't suppose you could just give me a
projector now, could you? I'd be happy to carry it over myself."

"Nope, we don't have any to spare. If you want one, we have to figure out where
yours went." She riffled through the forms one more time. Suddenly she found it.
"Okay, here's the problem. I have room 206 listed as A9631, 'Making Fresh Baby
Food at Home.' The projector should be up there."
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"Miss, the projector's not there," he said dryly. "That's why I'm here."
Jeez, she wondered what it would take to please
this guy. "You're sure it's not there? Did you check the closet?"

"Room 206 doesn't have a closet."

"It most certainly does. It's the big seminar room off the cafeteria, right?"

"No, it's a smallish room near the elevators. How long have you worked here?"

"Long enough to know the building." So there, she thought. "Did you come
across the courtyard to get here?"

"Um, yes, I did."

Ha, she had him. "Okay, we don't handle that wing of the building. You want the
AV room for the Peebles annex; it's down by the bursar's office."

"Oh, I see." He looked at his watch. "Well, thank you."

"Hey, no sweat. We're here to serve."

B. Rewrite the following scene, changing the approach to that of interior
monologue so as to create greater narrative intimacy:

There had been no rain for two weeks. Last year's dried leaves crackled
underfoot as Winston made his morning trek down Spruce Corner Road to the
mailbox at the intersection. Then, just before he stepped out of the woodland and
into the open land near Dymond's farm, he sniffed. Wood smoke.

Brush fire? It was too warm for anyone to be using

a stove. Or had the neighbors started a brush burn without a permit again?

C. Once again, you get to edit people who do this for a living. These three
writers all write immensely effective interior monologue—which would be even
more, effective with appropriate mechanics. So have fun.

"You see," Smiley explained, "our obsession with virtue wcfn't go away. Self-
interest 1s so limiting. So 1s expediency." He paused again, still deep inside his
own thoughts. "All I'm really saying, I suppose, is that if the temptation to
humanity does assail you now and then, I hope you won't take it as a weakness in
yourselves, but give it a fair hearing." The cufflinks, I thought, in a flash of
inspiration. George is remembering the old man.

—john le carre, The Secret Pilgrim

"Did you go up there? When you were young?"

"I went to dances," the doctor said. "I specialized in getting Cokes for people. I
was extremely good at getting Cokes passed around." He helped her into a chair.
"Now, then, what can I do for you?"

Amanda sat her pocketbook down on the floor and told him what she had come
for.

Jesus Christ, he thought, wondering how many years he would have to practice
medicine before he learned never to be surprised at anything.

— ellen Gilchrist, 7he Annunciation

Dalgleish thought, This isn't my case and I can't stop him by force. But at least

he could ensure that the direct path to the body lay undisturbed. Without another
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word he led the way and Mair followed. Why this insistence, he wondered, on
seeing the body? To satisfy himself that she was, in fact, dead, the scientists' need
to verify and confirm? Or was he trying to exorcise a horror he knew could be
more terrible in imagination than in reality? Or was there, perhaps, a deeper
compulsion, the need to pay her the tribute of standing over her body in the
quietness and loneliness of the night before the police arrived with all the official
paraphernalia of a murder investigation to violate forever the intimacies they had
shared?

— p. d. james, 4 Taste for Death

Chapter &

EASY BEATS

"Laura's illness is very complex," I said. "If you'd just—"

"My wife obviously has a screw loose somewhere," he said. "I was under the
impression that the family 1s informed when a person goes crazy."

I sighed. "Sometimes that's true," I admitted.

He said, "But you don't think my wife is crazy, or what?"

My frustration was mounting. "I wish you'd stop throwing that word around so
casually," I snapped.

"I don't give a goddamn what you wish," he said. "It's obvious to me that my
wife should be in an asylum."

What an odd choice of words, I thought. "There are no asylums any more, Mr.
Wade," I pointed out.

He got up, walked over to the window and looked out, then turned back to me.

"Whatever," he said. "A hospital, then."

I took off my glasses, rubbed my eyes. "Why do you think she should be in a
hospital?" I asked him.

"Delusions. You've heard of them?"

"Once or twice." | said sarcastically, beginning to lose it. "Why don't you tell
me about Laura's?"

"Thinking things that are obviously ridiculous," he said. "Misinterpreting
everyday events and people's behavior as having something to do with her—with
this power she thinks she has. Oh, but I forgot. You believe in witches."

By now you will have spotted several problems with the dialogue in this
example, taken from an early draft of Fran Dorf's 4 Reasonable Madness. There
are some explanatory speaker attributions (and one needless thinker attribution),
several dialogue descriptions, and one -/y adverb. Yet if you read the example
carefully, you can see that underneath these mechanical problems lies some
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dialogue with real snap to it. The dialogue explanations mask the tension of the
scene, but that tension is still there.

And yet, editing out the unnecessary dialogue mechanics is not enough to bring
all the tension to the surface. Consider:

"Laura's illness is very complex," I said. "If you'd

»

just—

"My wife's obviously got a screw loose somewhere," he said. "I was under the
impression that the family is informed when a person goes crazy."

I sighed. "Sometimes that's true."

"But you don't think my wife is crazy, or what?"

My frustration was mounting. "I wish you'd stop throwing that word around so
casually."

"I don't give a goddamn what you wish. It's obvious to me my wife should be in
an asylum."

What an odd choice of word. "There are no asylums any more, Mr. Wade."

He got up, walked over to the window and looked out, then turned back to me.

"Whatever," he said. "A hospital, then."

I took off my glasses, rubbed my eyes. "Why do you think she should be in a
hospital?" I asked him.

"Delusions. You've heard of them?"

"Why don't you tell me what you think those are, Mr. Wade?"

"Thinking things that are obviously ridiculous," he said. "Misinterpreting
everyday events and people's behavior as having something to do with her—with
this power she has. Oh, but I forgot. You believe in witches."

The tension is mounting, yes, but it still falls short of the relentlessness it
rowZ have. Now take a look at the passage as finally edited:

"Laura's illness is very complex. If you'd—"

"My wife obviously has a screw loose somewhere," he said. "I was under the
impression that the family is informed when a person goes crazy."

"Well, yes," 1 said, "but—"

"But you don't think my wife is crazy, or what?"

"I wish you'd stop throwing that word around."

"I don't give a goddamn what you wish. It's obvious to me that my wife belongs
in an asylum."

An asylum?

"There are no asylums any more, Mr. Wade."

"A hospital, then. Whatever."

I took off my glasses, rubbed my eyes. "Why do you think Laura belongs in a
hospital ?"

"Delusions. You've heard of them?"

"Why don't you tell me what you think those are, Mr. Wade."
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"Thinking things that are obviously ridiculous," he said. "Misinterpreting
everyday events and people's behavior as having something to do with her—with
this power she thinks she has. Oh, but I forgot. You believe in witches."

Now the tension i1s crackling. What's the difference? Self-editing for dialogue
points helped, but what really improves the flow of the scene is the fact that in the
second version the dialogue is interrupted less often. The revision contains fewer
beats. Beats?

Beats are the bits of action interspersed through a scene, such as a character
walking to a window or removing his glasses and rubbing his eyes—the literary
equivalent of what is known in the theater as "stage business." Usually they
involve physical gestures, although a short passage of interior monologue can also
be considered a sort of internal beat.

Beats serve a number of different purposes, such as allowing you to vary the
pace of your dialogue. And as with interior monologue, it's very easy to interrupt
your dialogue so often that you bring its pace to a halt. If good beats come easily
to you, you'll be tempted to get carried away with the use of them. Or, you may be
using beats to track your character's emotions, turning the beats into a running
commentary on the dialogue.

Consider this example from Jill Robinson's Dr. Rocksinger and the Age of
Longing:

Hedy picked up some apples I'd glazed from the first bushel I'd bought. "You
and apples." He put them back in the old bird's nest I kept them in. "Let's put on
some music."

I thought it might wake the children. But I decided not to mention that. I did
sometimes play music when I was working. He saw me hesitate.

"Are you worried about waking the kids? We don't have to."

"Oh, they're used to it." I didn't say it was almost always Aaron Copland, the
Best of Beethoven, and Mozart's Greatest Hits, and they would sometimes call
down to me to turn it lower. I took off my jacket. If one was to be the seductive
older woman one should probably not turn it down.

He moved with authority through the records and tapes stacked by what I still
referred to as the phonograph. "Why," Brynn always said, "do you think it's so
cute to call it that? You know it's called a stereo. We don't want parents playing
dumb."
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"Hey, this 1s nice." Hedy picked up a Chuck Mangione album I really did like.

"Oh, I adore that," I said. Something in common.

As with the Fran Dorf example at the beginning of the chapter, there is
wonderful dialogue in here—surrounded by so many beats, both internal and
external, that its effect is lost. The fact that the beats themselves are interesting
and well written doesn't keep the constant interruption from irritating the reader.

Beats are also used to help tie your dialogue to your setting and characters.
Beats provide those occasional little bits of imagery that guide your readers'
imaginations. And, as with physical description, some writers may overuse beats
because they lack confidence. After all, if you show every move your character
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makes, your readers are bound to be able to picture the action you describe. As in
the following example from one of the authors:

"Dad, have you seen the tickets to the concert tonight?"

Nancy caught me in the middle of doing the dinner dishes, one of my favorite
times of day. There's something soothing in the slosh of the water, the smell of
detergent, the shine of the freshly washed plates. It's why I've never bought us a
dishwasher.

"Weren't they behind the toaster?" I scoured off a cookie sheet, ran it under the
tap, and set it in the drying rack.

She grabbed the toaster and held it up, spraying bread crumbs on the counter.
"Nope."

I sponged off a handful of butter knives, scraping a moment at a stubborn bit of
crust. "Well, at the risk of sounding like a parent, where did you see them last?"

"I don't know, that's why I'm asking."

I rinsed the knives, dropped them in the rack, and started on one of the plates.
"I don't suppose you've asked your brother, have you?"

She stared at me a moment, then said, "I'll kill him, I swear," and was gone
before I could tell her to kill him quietly.

When you describe every bit of action down to the last detail, you give your
readers a clear picture of what's going on but you also limit their imagination—
and if you supply enough detail, you'll alienate them in the process. Describing
your action too precisely can be as condescending as describing your characters'
emotions. Far better to give your readers some hints and then allow them to fill in
the blanks for themselves. This pays your readers the compliment of assuming
they're intelligent and imaginative, and in a dialogue scene, allows your dialogue
to flow more naturally.

Of course, it is 