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Note from the Author

Dear Fellow Writer,

 

I never intended to write this. It kind of just happened.
That’s pretty much how quite a few of my writing projects occur actually. Ever
since I stepped into the world of professional writers, I’ve been confronted
with a number of “rules.” Most presented from a hard line—never/don’t/avoid.
Usually from well-meaning writers, editors, publishers, agents, and competition
judges in blogs, magazine articles, books, word-of-mouth, or contest feedback,
most with little or no explanation as to WHY they were so important that I
should apply them in sweeping, extreme fashion.

 

Something struck me in 2013 as the rules kept piling on. If
I applied all the rules I’d heard by that point in time, to the degree I was
told, I couldn’t write in English. I must eliminate entire chunks of the
English language, monstrous blocks of words that are on no-no lists.

 

In early 2014, I was ranting (again!) to a dear friend about
yet more rules being throw at me, and something occurred to me. Another dear
friend has often commented to people, “If you’re passionate about it, the
Lord’s obviously given you a heart for it. So, what are you going to do about
it?” Her words came back that day in April. Whether you believe in God or not,
the principle remains the same. If you’re passionate about something, take
action! Don’t sit and gripe about it.

 

Thus this project was born. I hope it helps others find
perspective and balance with regards to the rules I’ve included herein, and any
others that come your way.

 

Happy writing!

 

Dawn M. Turner

http://everythingingodstime.blogspot.com

dm_turner@yahoo.com

 

P.S. I use quotations from my own work throughout this book
as examples to illustrate points. I did this to avoid having to deal with
complicated copyright permissions for use of the work of other writers.


Dedication

This book is dedicated to all my fellow authors who have
ever been discouraged or outright shut down by the chains of writing “rules.”

 

Special thanks to the members of my local writers’ group and
those I chat with online who helped me compile the “rules” addressed within
these pages, whether knowingly or unwittingly.

 

Very special thanks go out to Kelli Callahan for her help in
ensuring this book is clear and complete. Her feedback proved invaluable.
Thanks, Kelli!

 

Glossary of Abbreviations

There are a few abbreviations you will run into in this
book, as well as blog posts, magazine articles, Facebook statuses, and other
books on writing. They are quite common, so you’ll need to be able to readily
recognize them.

 

POV - point of view

DPOV - deep point of view

MC - main character

FMC - female main character; sometimes flipped around as MFC
for main female character

MMC - male main character (or main male character)

CMOS - Chicago Manual of Style


Introduction

PEOPLE never cease to amaze me. They create “rules”
for anything and everything, and where there are rules, you’ll find those who
are legalistic and dogmatic about them. Some things truly are set in stone.
Absolutes, if you will. In writing, that includes the use of proper
capitalization and use of basic punctuation. There’s a huge difference between
this,

 

it was pointless to go over those
questions for easily the hundredth time it wouldn’t change anything she forced
herself to sit up and lowered her feet to the floor tears streamed down her
face her only vent of the pain other than trembling which seemed ever-present
these days

 

And this,

 

[image: image] It was pointless to go over
those questions for easily the hundredth time. It wouldn’t change anything. She
forced herself to sit up and lowered her feet to the floor. Tears streamed down
her face, her only vent of the pain other than trembling, which seemed
ever-present these days. (Beyond Hope, p. 1)

 

In the first example, without proper capitalization and
basic punctuation, sentences run together into nonsense.

Another absolute is the use of quotation marks to set apart
spoken dialogue. Leaving something that basic out is a sign of ignorance (not
knowing any better), laziness, or quite possibly arrogance (“The reader will
know what I mean.”) Example:

 

No. She trembled
then steeled herself. Pointless to entertain fear. She’d made her choice. No
turning back now. But staying here won’t help the situation. You know that as
well as I do. There’s nothing the masters can do. Maybe Darinius can help.
Whatever the outcome, I must try. I can’t sit here and wait for death. For
either of us.

You don’t know
that will happen. He denied her words more vehemently than she had denied the
knowledge of what was happening to her, and that said a great deal. Even the
masters can’t be certain.

Alaina stared out
one of two small windows set deep in the thick wall at the frozen landscape
beyond. An unlit candle sat on the window sill. Half-burnt and lifeless. That
could be her soon. I’ve foreseen my own death, and Darius’.

The softly spoken
words stunned him beyond the capacity for speech. Harkin’s mouth opened and
closed without sound, his eyes nearly bugging out.

That’s why I must
go. If I can’t avert what’s been foreseen, then at least I can die knowing I
tried.

You truly believe
that... man can help? he asked, a note of defeat in his voice.

Yes, and his name
is Darinius. She wished Harkin would quit referring to him with such
indifference. That man could be the only thing standing between her and
death. He may be the only one who can save me and Darius.

 

Could you easily differentiate spoken words from narrative?
Did you find it difficult to follow? Join the club. Now, see that same text as
it was published:

 

[image: image] “No.” She trembled then steeled
herself. Pointless to entertain fear. She’d made her choice. No turning back
now. “But staying here won’t help the situation. You know that as well as I do.
There’s nothing the masters can do. Maybe Darinius can help. Whatever the
outcome, I must try. I can’t sit here and wait for death. For either of us.”

“You don’t know
that will happen.” He denied her words more vehemently than she had denied the
knowledge of what was happening to her, and that said a great deal. “Even the
masters can’t be certain.”

Alaina stared out
one of two small windows set deep in the thick wall at the frozen landscape
beyond. An unlit candle sat on the window sill. Half-burnt and lifeless. That
could be her soon. “I’ve foreseen my own death, and Darius’.”

The softly spoken
words stunned him beyond the capacity for speech. Harkin’s mouth opened and
closed without sound, his eyes nearly bugging out.

“That’s why I must
go. If I can’t avert what’s been foreseen, then at least I can die knowing I tried.”

“You truly believe
that... man can help?” he asked, a note of defeat in his voice.

“Yes, and his name
is Darinius.” She wished Harkin would quit referring to him with such
indifference. That man could be the only thing standing between her and
death. “He may be the only one who can save me and Darius.” (Curse of the
Talmara, p. 2)

 

Much easier to read and comprehend, right?

 

I can be a stickler for rules just as much as the next
person, such as the ones noted above, but there are some that aren’t truly
“rules” to begin with. They are guidelines that are generally
true. They shouldn’t be taken as absolutes. When they are, they can make the
writing stilted, unnatural, and even outright boring. They also chain the
writer and strip the fun out of the creative process.

 

Proper sentence structure and word usage is important. Make
no mistake about it. To write in an effective, clear manner and convey the
intended meaning, a writer must be able to properly utilize nouns,
verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, and pronouns, as well
as punctuation. When in doubt about a word, grab a good dictionary.

 

I remember days, weeks, and months spent in English and
reading classes in elementary school diagramming sentences—identifying nouns,
verbs, and such. Also, learning the difference between active and passive
verbs, the proper use of pronouns, how to use capitalization and punctuation,
and even a song for remembering the prepositions. Boring! But it stuck. Who
knew all that time spent on something so tedious and mind-numbing would
actually be useful? Well, other than the teachers.

 

I don’t intend to give a grammar lesson here (no need to
fear). If you don’t understand the things mentioned above, or simply can’t
remember because it’s been too long since elementary school, there are plenty
of books about the types of words and elements of speech and how to use them
properly. See the “Recommended References” in the back of this book for a few
that are available. I also recommend those if you’re unsure of the proper use
of who’s/whose/whom, there/their/they’re, your/you’re, its/it’s, and other such
things that drive editors (and many readers) batty when used wrong.

 

In this book, I intend to specifically address some of the
“rules” of writing that I and so many other writers have had shoved down our throats
at various points in our writing careers. That’s strongly worded, I know, but
that’s exactly how it feels when legalists get on a soapbox. Contrary to their
claims, these are guidelines, not rules. Note that very carefully. Guidelines.
Suggestions that work in a general sense but are not always applicable. They
are not the new Berlin Wall. You won’t be shot by reasonable folks for
daring to cross the line. Note, I said “reasonable.” I can’t guarantee you’ll never
be shot at by people of the unreasonable, legalistic variety.

 

Guidelines serve a purpose. They generally strengthen
and clarify writing. Do not allow them to put you into bondage,
which they will do if you let them. Apply these “rules” as legalistically
as some people push them, and your writing could suffer. Also, if you’re like
me and many other writers, having this junk shoved down your throat and
allowing it to stress you out will steal your joy in the writing. Don’t let
that happen.

 

Throughout this book, I’ll include examples from my own work
to illustrate various points. I’ll try to provide enough that you can see what
I’m talking about with regards to each “rule.”

Rules
for writing:

1 - Avoid -ly words (sometimes referred to as “adverbs”,
other times just as “-ly words”).

2 - Avoid -ing words.

3 - Avoid -ed words.

4 - Avoid weasel words.

5 - No adjectives.

6 - Don’t use clichés.

7 - Don’t use a name to start a paragraph.

8 - Don’t start a sentence with or, and, or but.

9 - Don’t start a sentence with an -ing word. A variation on
this, do not do it at the beginning of a paragraph.

10 - Never begin two or more sentences in a row with the
same word or phrase.

11 - Use only grammatically correct sentences. Avoid
fragments.

12 - No italics.

13 - No exclamation marks, semicolons, ellipses, or
em-dashes.

14 - Don’t use dream sequences, flashbacks, epilogues, or
prologues.

15 - Don’t use dialogue tags; use beats only.

16 - Show, don’t tell.

17 - Do not write in brogue. Or the variation, don’t use
dialect to make a character more individualistic.

18 - Don’t start a book with _________.

Rules
regarding the Process of Writing:

1 - Outline your story before writing.

2 - Work on only one project at a time. Don’t allow yourself
to start a new project until the current one has reached “The End.”

3 - Write slowly and carefully. Make each word count. Fast
writing results in sloppy work.

4 - Write EVERY day, even if you have to force it.

Rules
for Editing:

1 - Do NOT edit when writing. Just
write. Period.

2 - Trust your editor. Make the changes he/she tells you.

3 - Don’t let your editor change anything from the way you
word it.

4 - If you’re a good writer, you don’t need much editing.

5 - The best writers put their work through LOTS of editing.

 

(By the way, did you notice that some of those “rules”
contradict each other. That’s not as unusual as you’d hope.)

Rules
regarding Publishing:

1 - You must utilize _______ (insert whatever social
media or other online tool).

2 - Glossy covers are amateurish. Professionals use matte.

3 - Chapters should start only on odd-number (right-hand)
pages.

4 - Use only “straight” quotes, not “smart”, aka curly,
quotes. (This appears to be a writing rule, but it’s actually
publishing-related. You’ll understand why later.)

[image: image]

What you see above is not all of the “rules” you’ll run
into. New ones come into play on a regular basis. Chances are good that you’ll
be confronted with one or more of these, or the newcomers, in legalistic
fashion. You’ll probably have ALL of them rammed down your throat at some
point, as I have. My hope is that, through this book, you’ll learn to gauge
which rules are useful, which ones aren’t, and to what extent any or all of
them may help or hinder your work. Seek balance. It’s also my hope that you’ll
learn to seek balance with any “rules” not referenced herein that you may run
into down the road.

 

If you remember only one thing, remember a statement I’ve
heard some variation of on a number of occasions that sums up what I’ve
learned:

 

STORY REIGNS!

 

Use or discard the “rules” as necessary to make your story
the best it can possibly be.

[image: image]

Note
to Traditionally Published Authors

Publishers have “rules” for the works they publish.
Requirements for grammar, punctuation, content, format, and such. Most follow
the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for the basics of grammar and punctuation,
but they also often have their own rules for things that fall outside the CMOS’
purview and for things like content and format. Work with the editor they
assign to you to implement their rules. You have a contractual obligation to
meet their requirements.

 

That said, some publishers give writers latitude to develop
their style. I won’t say “all” publishers because I’ve seen some that seem to
make an effort to make everyone sound the same and eliminate individual author
voice. As long as you don’t have one of those, chances are, you’ll be able to
exercise personal discretion and taste in developing your author voice and
style. That’s where the contents of this book come into play.


Chapter 1 - Bad Words

WITH that chapter title, I’ll just bet you expect a
tirade about the vulgarity found in so many books, movies, and TV shows? Let go
of that notion right now. Vulgarity is a matter of personal preference and, in
the case of Christian writers, personal conviction. Those aren’t the “bad
words” I’m talking about.

 

I’m referring to the ordinary words writers are told to
avoid. Those evil -ly and -ing words, for example. When I saw an article
declaring the need to avoid using -ed words, I was floored. Believe it or not,
I even read an article a while back talking about how lazy it is for writers to
use adjectives. All I could do was shake my head at the depths of such lunacy.
Perform an online search for “weasel words”, you’ll find an amazing array of words
writers are told not to use. Books, blogs, and magazine articles noting that
authors should limit/restrict/minimize the use of such words are worth reading.
Those that take the legalistic approach of those words being bad and needing to
be eliminated completely? Not so much.

 

Can any of them be overused? Absolutely. Is their mere
presence a sign of a bad/amateur writer? Not by a long shot.

 

ANY word or phrase can be overused (and thus bore the
reader). The words or phrases one author has a tendency to overuse generally
aren’t the same as others. Each of us has our own favorite words and phrases,
and we have to be careful not to overuse them.

Words
Ending in -ly

You can’t be a writer for long, at least not participating
in online discussion, critique groups, or writing organizations, without
hearing about the evils of words that end in -ly. For some reason I may never
fathom, they’re a favorite witch-hunt. The most extreme example I’ve heard to
date was from a traditionally published author who noted that her publisher’s
editor allowed no more than 4 adverbs per manuscript. Mind you, she writes
full-length novels. Another reported hers only allowed 1 per chapter, which
isn’t as extreme but still ridiculous.

 

The reality is that adverbs CAN weaken your writing,
particularly when used to excess. However, sometimes an adverb is exactly what
you need to set the right mood for readers. This is especially true with
regards to dialogue. When people talk, they use adverbs. Lots of them
sometimes. None of us speak in proper English all the time, except maybe the
most anal of English professors, and I bet if you listen to them in casual
settings, they’ll drop perfect grammar and even use adverbs. (Horror of
horrors!)
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