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        For all the writers out there with rebellion in their hearts…

      

        

      
        I see you.

      

        

      
        This one’s for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BE A REBEL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where I ask you to whip out your inner diva, we discover Mozart and Metallica aren’t all that different, we pour ourselves a swift gin, build a castle of commas, and understand whether this book is for you.

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Come now, my little wordsmiths. Let me wrap my inky fingers around you and pull you down my rabbit hole.  Writers get awfully caught up in worrying about this rule or that rule. Which is exactly why I start the majority of my craft books talking about how important it is for you to chuck the rule book in the fuck-it bucket and move on.

      The problem is, the more granular you get with craft advice the higher the expectation is for one to dish out “rules” like it’s candy on Halloween—and can you get a more granular topic than the art of prose?

      Well, let me assure you, it ain’t Halloween, and I’m not the Candyman. Rules are for breaking. I don’t know about you, but rules have a nasty habit of provoking my inner rebel. I see one and have an instant need to break it, burn it, and dissolve it into ash and dust.

      Prose is art. All art is subjective, you don’t need me to tell you that. Some of us might want to wear glitter-spangled pants on a Friday night whilst drizzling gin and popping candy on our nipples—what? It tingles. But the point is, whatever floats your boat is okay. One person’s Mozart is another’s Metallica. It’s all art, baby. You might like purple prose or the cleanest, most clinical sentences known to man. Honestly, that’s fine. No one’s going to scold you for an adverb fetish; I mean, I don’t want to read it, but there’s an audience out there for everyone.

      I’m saying this here because as you read through this book, I’m probably going to throw out some “you should do this” or “doing that is bad because.” Let’s all be grown-ups—before you send me ranty emails, take my must-dos and must-not-dos with several pinches of salt and a dash of gin. My aim is to equip you with a giant bag of prose tricks. To show you how using various sentence-level devices can impact your prose. Whether you deem those as quality or trash is entirely up to your literary palate.

      Now, understandably, I’m going to have some biases and naturally I’m going to tell you what I like and what I think works. But that doesn’t mean you have to like the same things as me. And if what I’m saying doesn’t gel with the type of prose you like to read and write, then feel empowered to whip out your inner diva and rebel, rebel, rebel. If you want to leave that particular tool, device, or piece of advice on the table and take the things you do like, cool. I’m all for that. If we all wrote the same stories reading would be rather dull.

      If, for example, you like your work littered with adverbs—and I really don’t, did I mention that already? Then so be it.

      Every rule can be broken. And I do mean every rule. But rebellion aside, there are some relatively useful rules that stop you looking like a wally. Like using a full stop at the end of a sentence. But it’s best I leave those pernickety grammar rules to the copy-editors and Strunk and Whites of the world and focus on prose instead.

      Writing non-fiction requires a certain level of specificity. You see, most people come to a non-fiction book for answers. They have a problem or a question and they hope the book they pick up has the answer. But to answer a question, to truly get into enough detail and knowledge to properly answer a question, you have to know what you’re not answering. One of my remaining corporate scars is the phrase “scope creep.” This is when a project drifts from its original purpose to a wider more fluffy-bunny shaped project.

      I’m not going to do that.

      I don’t like fluff and I loathed the corporate rat race. So, before we start, I’m going to be absolutely crystal clear what I’m not doing here.

      Reasons to put this book down:

      
        	
You’ve come for grammar and punctuation lessons. This is not a grammar book. I don’t have stern glasses or a whiteboard, and I’m certainly not an expert in commas—you only have to ask my editor to know that.

      

      I can hear the scratch of nails against scalp. You came for a book on sentence level quality, on prose, and the art of the craft. What is this book if it doesn’t focus on grammar?  The title says “sensational sentences.” How can I teach you to create perfect prose without talking about commas?

      Sure, commas are important—they help create the perfect pace and flow—and I’m entirely certain that the grammarians out there will have an aneurysm if they read this, but commas don’t make beautiful sentences, words do. Carefully sculpted phrases, choice positioning of metaphors and similes, and the precise choosing of synonyms, that’s what creates the quotable sentences, the memorable characters and the rich worldbuilding readers love.

      
        	
You’re not interested in developing your craft. When it comes to craft, pushing yourself outside your comfort zone is the only way to develop. If you’re not willing to look at where your writing needs to improve, then you’re wasting your time reading this.

        	
You don’t like dark humor or swear words. I have a potty mouth, a twisted sense of humor, and I like making shit up. It is what it is.

      

      

      I should also point out I’m not here to preach purple prose or lengthy paragraphs of description. Brevity is just as much a technique as extended metaphors.

      
        
        Okay, Then What Is this Book?

      

      

      I’ve explained what this book isn’t, so I guess I should also be clear what it is. I wrote this book as an exploration—a narrative examining a range of the techniques and tools in writing. Is it comprehensive? God, no. How could it be? There are as many narrative and prose techniques in writing as there are authors. There are entire websites devoted to cataloging literary devices; if I wanted to capture them all, this would be an encyclopedia not a novel. But it’s a comprehensive starting point.

      Hopefully, this book is a bank of ideas and a useful resource for you to grow your voice, expand your repertoire of technical craft skills, and improve your words, characters, and storytelling.

      A builder doesn’t need to understand the history of architecture and brick creation to build a castle. He needs to know how to use those bricks to build the castle. He also needs to know why those specific bricks over a different kind will create the sturdiest, most magnificent castle possible. That’s the crux of what we’re doing here.

      
        
        Why Write this Book?

      

      

      I talk to a lot of writers, I hear worries about how to create the perfect character arc, concerns about plot problems, and fears that their tension is flatter than a pancake. But under all those big scale story issues are the building blocks that create them. I rarely hear the words and sentences that create the tension and plot being spoken about. But isn’t that what’s creating the tension? Of course it’s the sum of those sentences that make a reader fall in love with your characters, but what creates that reader bond is the specific word choices an author makes. What better way to improve your craft than studying the most basic building blocks?

      Subtle tactics can make a huge difference to your writing. The nuances and individual word choices in a sentence can create vivid imagery, bring a reader to tears, or make them close the book in disgust. It’s not the big reveals that make me catch my breath and read faster, it’s the details and slow build to a reveal that makes it land.

      But—and here’s the crux of this message—what I want you to leave this book knowing, is the effect using adverbs—or any tool—has on your words and on the reader. It’s important to know how each tool works, why sometimes telling is okay, and how to really deepen your characterization all the way from the sentence level to character arcs.

      When a castle is built, it’s not the individual bricks you remember, it’s the finished whole, the shape of the turrets, the crenellations and the gatehouse. It’s the same for stories. It’s not the commas or semicolons you remember, it’s the poignant phrases that gave you an emotional epiphany; it’s the way the author described the villain’s mansion made of bones that will haunt your dreams; or the moment the heroine drew a breath, everything stilled, and you knew she’d fallen in love.

      That’s what I’m going to teach you.

      
        
        Examples in this Book

      

      

      In this book I’ve used more examples from works I’ve written than in any other non-fiction book to date. I’ve done this for a couple of reasons. First, I know the reasons why I’ve constructed certain sentences and paragraphs the way I have. Second, while I love using quotes and examples from literary texts—and I have used them—for the sake of publishing the book this century, sometimes it’s easier to construct an example than it is to trawl through the thousands of books I’ve read looking for a specific example with specific words.

      Right then, ready to dig deep and discover how to improve your prose?

      Wicked.

      Let’s get nitty gritty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 1  LEARNING TO SING

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.0  LEARNING TO SING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where we discover the meaning of life through Gestaltism, uncover dark hearts, and add a sprinkling of meliorism.
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      I spent a long-time grappling. Not the fun, half-naked, sweat-soaked, rough and tumble kind of grapple. The unwillingly blindfolded, crashing into table corners while searching for something as immutably difficult to find as the holy grail: my voice. Specifically, my writing voice.

      Before we get to improving our sentences, we have to tackle voice. I know. Collective sigh. Honestly over the years, I lost count of the number of posts, quotes, and motivational spiels I read on finding your voice as a writer.

      And did any of them help? Nope. But not because they weren’t right or helpful. But because I didn’t know what I was looking for; I was the blind leading the blind in a one-legged race for Quills R’ Us. And I hadn’t found so much as a single proverbial needle from an entire field of haystacks.

      But why hadn’t I found it? I’d been writing a while—I was a studious little wordsmith. I’d easily racked up thousands of hours of writing time. So why did I still feel like the kid that never gets picked for the sports team?

      Because I didn’t know who I was. And herein lies the gooey center of this voice mystery.

      Who am I?

      Who are you?

      Actually, who the hell are any of us?

      Maybe we’re just a seething mass of angry carbon molecules having a dance off. The winner gets a human body, the loser gets to be the asshole of a sniff-happy Shih Tzu.

      Maybe not.

      Because if we were just pirouetting carbon, we wouldn’t be haunted by the “who am I?” question. It doesn’t matter whether you’re 3 years old and figuring out you have a penis while Mary Sue over there most certainly does not, or if you’re 23 and realizing (when that first gas bill arrives) that being an adult sucks. At some point, we’re all afflicted by the “woah shit” moment of “who the fuck am I?”

      I hate to break it to you, but I don’t have the answer. See, society is riddled with a disease of constant definition and redefinition. Tick box this, conform to that. Jock. Math Geek. Science Nerd. Goth. I mean woe betide being a fantasy writer if you’re a mommy blogger. And lest we forget, you can’t possibly be a writing craft author if you also pen memoirs. It’s all nonsense.

      What if we’ve had our heads shoved so far up our tick-box asses, we’ve done it all wrong? What if, in defining ourselves by “type” we’ve missed the point of writing completely? When you meet a new person for the first time, you do the standard butt-sniff assessment and determine how likely you are to get on by your interests—maybe you both like fantasy books, or non-fiction history books. But that similarity doesn’t define your friendship. That doesn’t mean you’re a sure thing for the bookies in the lifelong friendship stakes. What about that friend of yours who is 20 years your senior (or junior) and a total oddball? You know the one. With crazy hair and a ragged look in their eye. They’re more likely to read a non-fiction book on the ancient art of burp capture. But you love them anyway because of what’s on the inside—because of who they are.

      Because of their values.

      Who we are isn’t a shopping list of craze-oriented likes and dislikes. Who we are, who we really are, comes from our principles. The values we live our life by. Our sense of right and wrong. Justice. Are you innately angry? Kind? Compassionate? Maybe you live a life of servitude for others. Or perhaps you think nothing of stealing because the world owes you anyway. This is your own personal philosophy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.1 HOW DO YOU FIND AND DEVELOP YOUR VOICE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Well now, that depends. Do you want to develop a character voice? Or your own author voice? If you’re looking for a distinctive character voice then it’s less about learning the craft and your preferences as a whole, and more about understanding who your character is, what drives them, and how they react in different circumstances.

      Hate to shit on your parade, but I don’t have a quick answer for you here. Just as it takes a while for a person to find out who they are, it takes a while for an author to discover their voice too.

      The largest part of developing your voice though, comes down to purposeful, intentional study of the craft. In part because you need to know what array of techniques are at your disposal, but also because you need to know how to use them and then whether or not you like them. This comes down to you. Your choices, your style. No one can teach you voice. It comes from your heart, your soul, the way your pen nib dances across the page a little differently than everyone else’s. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, it’s a cliché, yes. But there’s also a heap of truth to it when it comes to author voice. When you study other writers’ work, you form opinions of what works and doesn’t work. And those opinions start to influence your voice.

      Not just why are you telling this story, but why you write—what fuels it? And I don’t mean your poison of choice, I mean what’s in the core of your soul?

      Is it love? Curiosity? Fear? Guilt?

      But of course, life isn’t just as simple as “finding your voice.” Psht, please. We are writers after all. We must endure conflict and strife in order to bleed our masterpiece onto the page. Joking (you really don’t need to endure anything; writing is 68.4% fun—and I’m 79% sure that statistic is right).

      No.

      Once you’ve found your voice, you then have to accept it’s yours. That’s harder than finding it in the first bloody place. Once you peel that you-shaped onion, once you remove the bullshit front and who has the biggest car nonsense, what do you find on the inside?

      Let’s work through this with an example. Any willing volunteers?

      No?

      Fine, I’ll be your sacrificial lamb then...

      Have I found my voice? Well, I found two. I write non-fiction fueled by sarcasm, a dark heart, and an innate and utterly persistent curiosity. Curiosity is the value that drives it. But my fiction is totally different. The voices are unrecognizable next to each other. I write fiction fueled by a sprinkling of meliorism, unwavering hope, and an obsession with death. And these differences are reflected in my voice. Those are my whys, what are yours?

      When you find the thing that’s uniquely you and combine it with your values, it permeates everything you do, all your choices, and your way of being. While I swear like an angry gremlin in these books, it’s not the case for my fiction. But that’s because in fiction, it’s not really my voice on those pages, it’s the characters’. More on that in a moment. Look at it this way. I could choose to tell you what voice is like this:

      Your author voice is a cumulative sum of several aspects of literary craft including: tone, diction, style, POV (point of view), and tense. The sum of which produces a unique whole that’s identifiable to a single individual.

      But jeeeeeezus that sounds boring. It pained me physically to write it. And it doesn’t get you thinking, it doesn’t make you learn or grow or find the secret pieces of yourself you’d tucked away in some nook or cranny of your mind. And, let’s be real, it’s not in the least bit entertaining. So instead, I dust the page with made-up words and naughty mutterings that would have my mother fainting. I let my curiosity spontaneously go off on a tangent and delve deep into the things I find fascinating. That’s how who I am impacts my prose.

      What’s the secret ingredient to magic writing voice sauce? That’s the thing. There is no secret. No magic pixie dust. Just pure unadulterated you. You are your own magic sauce. You just have to find the core drivers that fuel your interaction with life. Find it and it will define your writing voice.

      
        
        Find your why.

      

      

      How do you go forward? Look at your words, look at your values, how do they match or differ? Scour your novels, find the paragraphs that make you feel like you wrote your truest self on the page. What do they tell you? What pieces of yourself can you see? It affects your prose, it affects your word choice, your diction, your very sentence level make-up. Hell, it is your prose.

      P.S. Mom, if you’re reading this, I’m sorry. I love you dearly, but your daughter has a potty mouth and there’s nothing you can do about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.2 DON’T BELIEVE THE LIES

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always had a flexible voice. When I was a kid, I had a relatively “posh” British accent. As a result, I landed an agent and did voice-over work. I loved it too because I got to play around and make silly sounds and strange noises. As a teenager, I spent a serious amount of time rifle training in Birmingham. My friends all came from there, I was there every weekend and all through the school holidays training. The result was a softening accent and a slight Birmingham lilt. As an adult, I moved closer to London for university—I’m sure you can imagine what happened. But under it all remained the native poshness of childhood and thankfully the flexibility for me to bend and change my voice as I see fit.

      If you’re at work and you pick up the phone, does your voice change? I bet it does even if you’re not consciously aware. When you’re drunk on a Friday night with the girls, I can guarantee you that your voice doesn’t sound the same as it does when you’re presenting in front of your board of stuffy directors. Or what about when you tell off your child?

      You can see how a voice can bend and flex depending on what the moment calls for. That’s why I find the “author voice” concept an interesting one to discuss. I often see the “author’s voice” being talked about as if it’s inflexible and rigid. You spend 10,000 hours searching for a singular voice and when you find it, you get a slap on the back and a congratulations: well done, son. You’ve earned a singular award-winning writing voice for the rest of your life.

      Hmm.

      Methinks someone’s been sprinkling bullshit and myth into the publishing system. Look at J.K. Rowling, study her body of work across both the Harry Potter and adult fiction she writes and tell me her voice doesn’t differ wildly. You can’t. Whether it’s across a career or across a series, one thing is ferrrshure, author voice can change. If one author writes erotica and then veers into Young Adult I sure as shit hope they’re not using the same voice… *whispers… someone arrest that author*.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.3 IT’S NOT THE AUTHOR VOICE BUT THE CHARACTER VOICE

          

        

      

    

    
      But… let’s clear something up. The majority of the time when you’re writing fiction people discuss “author” voice, but what they really mean is character voice. A character’s voice needs to be consistent in order to create effective characterization and believability.

      Let’s stick with J.K. a minute. Hermione has to be one of the most famous know-it-all characters of all time. Her voice is so distinctive that I’m betting I could pull any line out of her dialogue and you’d hear her high pitched, slightly nagging, I-know-better-than-you voice. But when Rowling writes under her pseudonym Robert Galbraith in her Cormoran Strike series you hear a totally different voice—her first crime novel opens with a cold grumpy detective; a far cry from Hermione’s squawking.

      A character’s voice is their personality.

      My point is, an author’s voice can and should change depending on the book, genre, and/or story they’re writing.

      It happened to me recently. I’ve spent a long time writing the Eden East Young Adult novels, but I recently started a new book called The Scent of Death. While it’s still Young Adult, the protagonist is so completely different from the characters in the Eden East novels, that when I read my chapters back, I didn’t recognize the words. It sounded like someone else had written them.

      
        
        Does that Mean Author Voice Doesn’t Exist?

      

      

      Well, no. It does exist, just not in the inflexible way it’s so often discussed. If you’ve read any of my other books, you’ll know I’m a fan of the Gestalt principle, a psychological theory from the early 20th century. The Berlin School of Experimental Psychology created a new philosophy of mind aka Gestalt psychology. They argued that to make sense out of the chaotic sensory input the world provides the mind, the brain creates a “global whole,” a holistic reality that’s more than the sum of the parts it’s made up of. A commonly used example of the principle in practice are illusions, for example two faces staring at each other. You can see the faces, or if you look at the space between them, the faces disappear and instead you see a goblet.

      
        
          [image: Face Illusion]
        

      

      I use the concept of Gestalt to explain so many things in writing. Books are more than the sum of their parts and so too is the author’s voice. In simplistic terms, your voice is the sum of all the aspects of your craft. For example, some of the things that make up voice include:

      
        	Your choice of verbs and adjectives

        	The pattern of your punctuation and grammar (one author might choose to use Oxford commas, another might refuse)

        	Use or not of adverbs

        	Length of sentences

        	The balance of dialogue to prose

        	Accented dialogue or not

        	The quantity of descriptive prose

        	The style of your prose, is it full of metaphors or do you use a cleaner style of description?

        	The size of your cast of characters

        	POV

      

      The list is endless—every mark and letter you put on the page creates an aspect of your voice. And yet, listing those things doesn’t quite capture the essence of what an author’s voice is. Sure, that list of things all affect and influence what an author’s voice sounds like, but it’s the way you smush them all together that creates the cumulative effect; and that effect is just a little bit more than the parts creating it.

      When you pick up a new book from your favorite author, do you get that sense of being home? A little tingle in your southerly bits? It’s the itch of familiarity and the knowledge that even before you open the first page, you’re going to love the story. That’s the author’s voice.

      I’ve been lucky enough to read dozens and dozens of manuscripts as an editor. There is a clear point at which an author develops a voice. I can’t tell you when that will be for you, but what I can tell you is that if you keep writing, you will develop it. It’s much like growing up. As a teenager we go through various phases *shudder*; it’s not until we’ve tried all these styles that we figure out which one feels most like our inner self.

      
        
        Examples of Voice

      

      

      If you’re in possession of a well-refined voice, you can hear it instantly. Even from the first line. Take this opening line for example:

      
        
        “Far out in the uncharted backwaters of the unfashionable end of the western spiral arm of the Galaxy lies a small unregarded yellow sun.” Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.

        

      

      You can hear the whimsical humor in just that single line. Adams draws out the sentence making it lengthy enough that it develops the tangential feel. He also mocks humanity in an utterly scathing way without ever actually mentioning us. It’s brilliant, genius and evocative of the humor to come.

      Sometimes we don’t know what something is until it’s gone. So, let’s play. I’m going to rewrite Adams’ sentence and make it as clean as possible while still retaining the plot point: In the arm of a distant galaxy is a small sun.

      By eradicating the tangential and technically unnecessary words, I’ve removed his voice entirely. It no longer sounds like the flights and fancies of Douglas Adams. It’s also removed all the humor and frankly, lost that little bit of Adams-sparkle.

      This is why it’s important to understand that there’s no right or wrong way to write. Purple prose isn’t wrong and neither is clinical prose. Whatever your preference you can see from this example how the gestalt whole of Adams’ sentence creates something tangible, something more than just the words on the page. It creates a voice you can hear and when I meddle with the word choices, it eradicates it entirely.

      Let’s look at another example:

      
        
        “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice.

        

      

      When you compare this voice to Adams you can see a distinct difference. The language is far more formal. The words are longer, the construction of the sentence is more academic. Of course, this is partly because the book is older. But you can hear from the choices of the words and the flow of the sentences that the authors’ voices are completely different. Adams didn’t use a comma for one, whereas Austen has two. Last, it feels more reflective and philosophical when compared to Adams and his whimsical tone.

      Let’s play with Austen’s sentence and make it as clean and simple as possible:

      
        
        Everyone knows rich men want wives.

        

      

      You could make it even shorter:

      
        
        A rich man needs a wife.

        

      

      In both of these examples, you’ve lost the philosophical musing feel. Austen’s voice has gone, there’s no longer any luxurious word choices, no academic feel, and the language is more modern.

      As you read through the rest of this book, dig deep and grab your opinions. Discover what you’re passionate about, what makes you want to hurl a book or burn it, and what’s uniquely you. Then sprinkle that baby all over your sentences.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 1 LEARNING TO SING SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where we discovered the meaning of life through Gestaltism, uncovered dark hearts, and added a sprinkling of meliorism.
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        	“Who you are” is at the heart of voice. Find the thing that is uniquely you.

        	Find your why. Find your core driver, be it hope or rage or redemption. Embrace it in your work.

        	Author voice is a misnomer. All of us—regardless of who we are—have different voices in different situations, whether it be the vocabulary a pharmacist uses at work versus the way she speaks to her kids when she gets home, to mommy dearest’s phone voice.

        	Don’t confuse author voice with character voice. Authors’ voices can change over time and even across genres or stories. A character’s voice is a fundamental part of who that character is and is unlikely to change.

        	Gestalt principle is a psychological theory from the early 20th century. To make sense out of the chaotic sensory input the world provides the mind, the brain creates a “global whole,” a holistic reality that’s more than the sum of the parts it’s made up of. I think Gestaltism is found at all levels of writing from the sentence all the way up to the characters, story, and even author voice.

        	The best way to develop a voice is to continue to write and read. Sorry, no easy wins here. Just hard work, a lot of words, and ass-in-the-chair-time needed. Intentionally study the craft, read consciously, try to understand how authors have created the things they have and the techniques they’ve used. Then replicate those techniques in your own work. Note I said techniques, not replicating sentences or their voice.


      

      
        
        Exercises for you to try:

      

      

      
        	Take the opening sentence from one your favorite books and edit it. Can you make the sentence sound like your voice? Take another opening sentence from a different book, can you make this opening sound like the voice of the first author?

        	Have a look through your own work and pick out a couple of sentences that feel most like you’re embodying your voice. Deconstruct those sentences. Why do you think they’re the most you? What literary devices did you use?

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 2 LEARNING TO LEARN

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2.0 LEARNING TO LEARN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where we commit sacrilege, create an Olympic pattern spotting sport, and get a little flashy with our fiction.
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      Malcom Gladwell is often misquoted. The misquote is as follows: it takes 10,000 hours of practice to master a skill. But that’s not exactly what he meant. See, it’s not just practice you need, it’s purposeful, focused, intentional practice that creates a master in a field.

      If you want to run a marathon, you don’t just pull lycra pants on and go for a jog hoping for the best; no, that will lead to a case of shin splints, runners’ trots and probably projectile vomiting three miles in. You create a plan, you know how many times a week you need to run and what distance each of those runs needs to be. You intentionally train and practice. You focus on a very specific mile goal and you work your way methodically towards the finish line.

      The same is true for writers.

      
        
        “If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all others: read a lot and write a lot.” Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft.

        

      

      But what King failed to say is, it’s not just about reading words. Everyone reads. Even readers who only pick up five books a year read, but you don’t see them writing bestsellers or eloquent literary essays. No, it’s about reading consciously and purposefully with the intention of getting better. I watched a video of Gladwell clarifying what he really meant by this concept and in his own words, the 10,000-hour rule:

      “Is a metaphor for the extent of commitment necessary in cognitively complex fields.” Malcom Gladwell, YouTube.1

      For anyone not reading this digitally, you can download the resource pack to go with this book where I include all the links to everything mentioned. Grab that here: sachablack.co.uk/prosedownload

      
        
        Practice What You Preach

      

      

      Rather than allowing this writing craft book to drift into your subconscious and out through your fingers, you’ll get the most out of it if you intentionally practice. I know, I know. None of us really like doing the “doing” in craft books, but hey, I didn’t make this stuff up, it’s scientific fact—blame Gladwell.

      There will be some exercises at the end of each step in this book, but to fully embed the lesson here, I’ve created The Anatomy of Prose companion workbook too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2.1 READ LIKE A WRITER

          

        

      

    

    
      So how do you read intentionally or intentionally develop your prose? I’m not here to be a dictator and tell you there’s one right method because that’s BS, there isn’t. We all learn differently and that’s just fine. But what I will do is share with you the method I use and hopefully it—or parts of it—will resonate and if it doesn’t, then rebel and do it your own way!

      When you read, are you reading as a reader or a writer? Most readers will read at a surface level, there’s nothing wrong with that, but it doesn’t help you develop your writing technique. When you read unconsciously, it’s a shallow level of reading. Your brain loses itself in the plot and therefore only gets to the “what” level of the story. You take in what’s going on, that is, the plot but nothing else.

      As a writer, you want to get to a deeper level. For example, the “how” of how the author created the story, characters, and words. But you can go deeper still and understand the why behind their authorial choices too. That’s where you want to be as a writer. Digging deep into the author’s psyche and analyzing their technical choices.

      When I first started reading, I’d tuck into a guilty pleasure and lose myself completely. I’d feel what the characters felt, smile at their wins and cry over their losses. I don’t know about you, but for me, after a few paragraphs my eyes switch off, my mind opens up, and the words disappear. I begin to watch the book unfold. Reading is akin to TV for me. I visit Neverland with Peter, or the Discworld with Rincewind, or any other of the infinite worlds I’ve read because I see and watch the action rather than consciously reading it.

      I know that’s not how it works for everyone; I recall reading a blog post from an editor once that said she thought in words and not images. It blew my mind because I thought everyone read and ultimately thought in images. Regardless of how you think, when you’re in the throes of a good book, do you lose yourself in the story? If you answered yes, then we need a chat…

      I think of the “lose yourself” phenomenon as unconscious reading. Your conscious brain is off making beautiful pictures (or words) and distracted. For a reader, that’s fine. But if you want to write and write well, you have to train a piece of yourself to either remain conscious or be able to consciously spot the good shit while the other part of your brain is playing.

      When I say this to a lot of people, they baulk and shudder at me. “But if I read consciously, I’ll lose the enjoyment of reading.”

      No, my darlings, you won’t. No one’s saying you have to always read consciously. Nor is anyone saying you have to read a whole book like that. What I am saying is that with a bit of practice, you can have your cake and eat it. You can retain your joy of unconscious escapism and flit into consciousness to capture the odd sentence or two.

      If you want to retain your unconscious escapism reading, that’s fine. Another technique for studying craft technique is re-reading. The first reading of any story more often than not, is an immersive experience. Once you’ve read the story though, you can’t un-know it. Which makes you that little bit more conscious and aware of what you’re reading second time around, just like watching a film. The second time around you always pick up the subtle clues you missed the first time.

      “How” and “why” are your friends. As you gather sentences from the stories you’re reading for analysis, keep how and why close by—they’re the basis of all good questions. Here’s some questions I like to ask while reading:

      
        	How did the author create this effect?

        	How did that juxtaposition create a secondary meaning?

        	Why did the author choose this point of view? Why didn’t they choose another?

        	Why did they choose that exact word and not another?

        	How does that repetitive use of alliteration impact the flow of the sentence?

      

      And on and on.

      
        
        Don’t Be a Thief

      

      

      I want to be clear here, this is not about mimicking another author’s voice. It’s not about learning how to write in your favorite author’s voice or style. That’s not going to earn you brownie points with readers and ultimately, you’ll do your own voice and work a disservice. You’re the only person who can “do you” and your voice. This is about helping your voice grow in its technical quality.

      For those of you who are worried you’re going to “sound” too much like someone else, you’re not. This is about breaking down an author’s prose in order to learn what technical aspects of craft they use.

      This is not about taking a quote from an author and using a thesaurus to replace the words so you’re writing in their style. This is about understanding the possibilities of prose. It’s about understanding the methods and techniques you can use to flex sentences and create description and dialogue or punctuation etc. Then implementing those new methods and tactics into your own work.
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