TIPS FOR PACING AND CLARITY

Modern audiences develop preferences based on media beyond the written word, and
there are things the writer can do to satisfy those expectations. The great thing is that the
writer frequently doesn’t need to compromise the quality of the writing.

The following examples aren’t necessarily the best ones—they’re simply examples I've
recently encountered, and represent a talking point. Watching for these tendencies in your
writing will enhance your ability to avoid pitfalls.

They also needn'’t be taken as hard-and-fast rules. Each individual writer has creative
license to include personal and stylistic idiosyncrasies into his or her work. By noting them
here, however,  hope to help writers avoid things that have posed problems in other works
of fiction. In general, consistency is a good thing—it keeps the reader on a smooth and even
keel throughout the reading experience.

THINK IN CINEMATIC TERMS:

To begin, think of the narrative as if it's seen through the lens of a film camera. Modern
films and television programs often feature quick shifts in angle. Sometimes the angle will
shift, even as the camera remains on a single person. This results in a kinetic energy which
text can emulate.

The most common tools are line breaks, paragraph breaks, and chapter breaks.

LINE BREAKS generally work for a change in POV or the passage of time, often in
conjunction with a change in location. These are crucial in pointing out that the reader has
just hopped to another place, or into another head. Any time a reader has to re-read a
section in order to figure out which POV is current, there’s a very good chance that reader
has been knocked out of the story.

PARAGRAPH BREAKS shift the focus from one action to the next, or one line of thinking to
the next, while remaining in the same point of view (POV). Thus your POV character moves
through the story, speeding up or slowing down, always in motion (physically or mentally).

In the past paragraphs could be very long, indicating a continuous flow of action or thought.
Modern readers have moved away from that, enabling the writer to use a paragraph break
to inject the kinetic energy common in many television programs. For example, a sudden
shift in the thought process may elicit a break.

Phil watched the crowd as it ebbed and flowed around him, each
person hurrying to some unknown destination. When his quarry



didn’t appear, however, he began to wonder if he was being played for
a fool.

Then it struck him.

“Grand Central Station” didn’t refer to the train depot—that was
“Grand Central Terminal.” The guy would be waiting for him a block
away. If he hadn’t already bolted.

This can be especially valuable in the first paragraph of a chapter, where the “camera
shifts” are more pointed, and sets the pace from the outset:

Tech Specialist Second Class Oliver Barthes looked down at the hazy, glittering
sweep of the galaxy far below him. Stars and red-orange astral dust clouds reflected
in the flat, polished surface of his omni-tool. It was late: 0300. He hadn't finished his
work and he would have murdered his best friend for a piece of real meat and a mug
of real gin just then, if he had a best friend. Or a mug. One more round of calibrations
and he could sleep. But Oliver just stood there on his tiny silver access platform,
transfixed by the stars like a dumb kid freaking orbit for the first time, A chunk of
the galactic arm glowed against his own very human, very un-celestial forearm like a
ropy piece of muscle. Or a wound.

This can be broken into at least three parts, for several good reasons:

Tech Specialist Second Class Oliver Barthes looked down at the hazy, glittering
sweep of the galaxy far below him. Stars and red-orange astral dust clouds reflected
in the flat, polished surface of his omni-tool.

It was late: 0300. He hadn’t finished his work and he would have murdered
his best friend for a piece of real meat and a mug of real gin just then, if he had a best
friend. Or a mug. One more round of calibrations and he could sleep. But Oliver just
stood there on his tiny silver access platform, transfixed by the stars like a dumb kid
freaking orbit for the first time. A chunk of the galactic arm glowed against his own
very human, very un-celestial forearm like a ropy piece of muscle.

Or a wound.

The advantages:
e The pace quickens
e Paragraph 2 shifts from the sweep of the galaxy specifically to Oliver
e Paragraph 3, “Or a wound,” adds a specific ominous element

There’s a valid argument for adding yet another break, either with “One more round...” (to
shift specifically to his actions) or with “A chunk of the galactic arm...” (to shift back to the
galaxy imagery). Either could work, if the writer wants to increase the pace even more.

CHAPTER BREAKS are a more extreme version of line breaks, and can be used to great
dramatic effect. Some authors like to end each chapter on a cliffhanger, and while that may
seem cheesy, those authors often enjoy huge readerships. Short chapters are also in favor



with many readers, particularly in novels that maintain a rapid pace. Too short, and the
chapter may feel like a gulp, and not satisfy. Maintaining a length of about ten manuscript
pages per chapter seems to be a happy medium, and you can adjust upward and downward
from that, as the situation demands.

For a longer novel, you may want to break the narrative into two to four parts, with the
breaks acting as the equivalent of theater intermissions. This often enhances the sense that
the novel is a major production.

Using these devices gratuitously may become tedious, but if you don’t utilize the tricks of

the trade, you may be shooting yourself in the foot for the sake of some higher ideal the
reader will never even notice.

MODIFIERS:

Place your modifiers close to the thing they’re modifying. Again, if the reader needs to re-
read a sentence to figure it out, you may lose them. Clarity makes certain your point gets
across, and it keeps the narrative flowing exactly as you want it to flow. (If you're purposely
trying to confuse your reader, you may want to keep your day job.)

He squinted hard, shading his eyes against the sun with one hand.
Since the sun doesn’t actually have hands, this would be better...

He squinted hard, using one hand to shade his eyes against the sun.

Here’s another example:

The sound seemed to be coming from the horizon behind them, but he couldn’t see
what might be causing it in the rear-view mirror.

Nothing is causing anything in the rearview mirror. Much better to say,

The sound seemed to be coming from the horizon behind them, but when he looked
into the rear-view mirror, he couldn’t locate the source.

Yet another example:
Sharmutai held out her wine glass, and a slave refilled it with trembling hands.

In some fiction, a container might be filled with hands, though they likely wouldn’t be trembling.
In this case it should be:

Sharmutai held out her wine glass, and a trembling slave refilled it.



ACTIVE VOICE:

Whenever possible, keep your narrative active. Don’t back into an action—describe it in
straightforward fashion. This will better propel your reader.

The thugs were shooting at the cops, who were returning fire from
behind the limited protection of their squad cars.

There’s no reason for that. It's much better as...

The thugs shot at the cops, who returned fire from behind the limited
protection of their squad cars.

And...
The food had made Vince feel a little better, for a time.
...works better as:

The food made Vince feel a little better, for a time.

POINT OF VIEW:

Be careful not to indicate everything as having been seen, watched, or known by one of
your characters. This will lead to a great deal of repetition, and can quickly become a litany.

It's best to remember that when something occurs within a character’s point of view, that

character doesn’t have to be credited with experiencing it. The key is to make certain that
anything you describe could be experienced by the character.

PAUSES AND BEATS WITHIN THE DIALOGUE:

There are times when dialogue needs a break in order to sound natural. Sometimes it’s
because the speaker has paused to consider, before launching into the next idea. An
attribution will serve the purpose admirably.

“Thanks, skipper. Looks like a good crowd tonight.”

Since the reader is “hearing” this internally, it would be better as...

“Thanks, skipper.” She peered around the room. “Looks like a good crowd
tonight.”



The beat occurs while she peers around. Other times the beat’s needed because the speaker
needs to inhale.

“Get down! Get down on the ground!”
This might be better as...
“Get down!” she commanded. “Get down on the ground!”

In general it will help the dialogue “sound” more natural. As an added bonus, it helps the
reader keep track of who is speaking.

DON’T GET AHEAD OF YOURSELF, THE CHARACTERS, OR THE STORY:
In a story focusing on specific points of view, don’t tell the reader something the POV
character can’t know, and give away story points that would enhance the drama. For
example, if your characters are headed for a specific goal:

Champion led them right to where they needed to go.

He bounded ahead, leaping through the undergrowth and knocking snow
from the shrubbery. Even when he pulled out of sight, over some ridge or down
some hollow, they were able to follow his trail.

The problem is saying “right to where they needed to goal.” This reveals in advance that
they’re going to get there, and undercuts the dramatic uncertainty.

Up to this moment, the characters don’t know if they’re going to make it to their goal. They
don’t know if, before they reach their destination, the ground will open up and swallow
them, or Champion will turn out to be an enemy agent, and betray them. Doubts are more
realistic—since the characters can’t know the future, and they add dramatic tension.
Better to say:
Champion bounded ahead, leaping through the undergrowth and knocking
snow from the shrubbery. From time to time he pulled out of sight, over some ridge

or down some hollow. With some effort they were able to follow his trail.

Then, when they get where they need to go, say so.
USE THE CORRECT VERB:

Especially when writing dialogue, make certain the verb you use is correct. For example:



“I bought the land out of spite,” Locksley lifted his chin, “but I made the hard
choices...”

This is incorrect—"“lifted” is not a substitute for “said.” It should be:

“I bought the land out of spite,” Locksley acknowledged, and he lifted his chin.
“However, | made the hard choices because I'm noble.”

Other things that are not the same:
e “Wondered” is not “asked”
e “Mused” is not “asked”
e “Smiled” is not “said”
e “Sighed” is not “said” (Not as rigid about this one.)

HE SAID, SHE SAID:

Use “Tom said,” “Phyllis demanded,” and “the girl asked,” rather than “said Tom,”
“demanded Phyllis,” or “asked the girl.” Years of following this practice have proved that it
works best in most instances, and consistency is a mark of professional writing.

Some authors like to use “said the warrior” and such to appear more poetic. Placing the
verb first can result in a singsong that can make the narrative lyrical, as well. However...

As the author, you should remain invisible, leading the reader through the story without
having them realize you're there. When idiosyncrasies appear in the main narrative, it's
often overt that the author is speaking, and that will pull the reader out of the novel's
immersive experience. It can make the story self-conscious.

When one of your characters engages in singsong, however, or any idiosyncrasy, their
individuality and style will become more vivid. This can occur:

e Indialogue

e Ininternal, italicized dialogue

e Insonglyrics

e Inpoetry

e In quotes from books, scrolls, etc.

Otherwise, stay away from any such idiosyncrasies unless they’re coming overtly from the
character's mouth, mind, or pen. Remaining consistent, and invisible, will serve you much
better.

On a related note, avoid opening too many paragraphs and sentences with “he,” “she,” and
even the character’s name. It will come to feel repetitious, and when the story is typeset, it
will look repetitious. For diversity:



She slipped silently back into the forest. She had begun to form a plan.

...could just as easily (and more enjoyably) be:

Slipping silently back into the forest, she began to form a plan.

DOUBLE MEANINGS:

Watch out for words with double meanings—as often as not, another word or phrase can
be substituted effectively, and there won’t be any chance of confusion on the reader’s part.
For example:

Before: “He examined the space before them” can be “He examined the space in
front of them.” That way it can’t be seen as “He examined the space before they
had the opportunity.”

About: “He gestured about them” can be “He gestured all around them.”

Over: When used to indicate “more than,” it’s generally better to say “more
than.” The reader will instinctively think that “over” indicates a position
overhead. (Since “over” is frequently used for “more than” in speech, however, it
can be used in dialogue, where the context is clearer.)

Started: “He started. Katja turning down an operational tour? A grim suspicion
began to form in his mind.“ Though “started” can indicated a small, physical
jump, the reader will always begin by thinking of it as “began.” Better something
like “He blinked. Katja turning down an operational tour? A grim suspicion began
to form in his mind.”

OXFORD COMMA:

Yes.

It’s...

“Eats, shoots, and leaves.”

Not...

“Eats shoots and leaves.”

Grateful acknowledgement to Lynne Truss.

“NOW" :



Try to avoid “now” in your narrative, since the “now” for the reader is entirely different
from the “now” for the character. It's best not to point out that difference, and cause the
fiction to slip.

“Now” also may imply that the writer is telling the reader the time, yet in most cases the
writer shouldn’t be overtly present in the narrative, especially in genre fiction.

Try for wording that clearly indicates the specific moment without stating it.
“Certain now that [ had the answer, I drew a breath and intoned the syllables...”
...is just as effective, and likely more so, when written,

“Certain that I had the answer, I drew a breath and intoned the syllables...”

“AS IF” VERSUS “LIKE”:

Many authors treat them as the same thing, but they aren’t, and consistent use of them will
keep the narrative clearer.

e Use “like” as a comparison between two physical objects.

e Use “asif” to draw a comparison between two situations.

The result can be two very similar things:

® “Her head felt as if it was made of solid stone.”
e “Her head felt like solid stone.”

Other examples:

e The movie was like a breath of fresh air after the flops he’d seen lately.
e She felt as if she’d been in this same situation, far too often.

“CLEARLY” THERE'S A BETTER WAY:

If something is clear, then chances are you don’t need to say so. Just state the thing as if it's
clear. The same goes with:

e obviously

e apparently

e plainly

For example:
Helena paused, clearly reining in her anger.

This is just as effective stated simply.



Helena paused, reining in her anger.

As with many such things, dialogue doesn’t count, since the speaker might use such a
phrase as a verbal idiosyncrasy, or as sarcasm.

“Clearly we’ll need to avoid the mine field, and skirt the perimeter.”
..OT...

“Obviously you were raised in a barn, and never learned proper grammar.”

NOT TO MENTION...

Don'’t use “not to mention,” except in dialogue.
He slalomed through the air over the giant ship, dodging other craft and falling
wreckage, not to mention the fusillades of green energy that seemingly came from
every direction.

Ifit’s “not to mention,” then don’t. This is clearer as:

He slalomed through the air over the giant ship, dodging other craft, falling
wreckage, and fusillades of green energy that seemed to come from every direction.

It's a phrase that works within dialogue, but as such it’s too self-conscious when used as
part of the unspoken narrative.

CONTRADICTORY POSITIONING:

Avoid conflicting descriptions of the position of objects. Even if they’re technically accurate,
they’ll be confusing. So for example:

She opened her eyes, turning her gaze away from the rows of bodies piled behind
the glass in front of her.

Yes, the bodies are behind the glass, and yes, the glass is in front of her. But it's awkward,
and for her to be looking through the glass, we can assume it’s in front of her—otherwise,
another position would have been mentioned. So it would be better as:

She opened her eyes, turning her gaze away from the rows of flesh piled behind the
glass.



SET THE STAGE:

Skilled FORESHADOWING will make a huge difference in your reader’s experience, the
development of the characters, and the flow of the action.

Let’s say, for example, that halfway into a scene your protagonist runs into a guy with red
carnation in his lapel and thinks, “I remember that guy from back when [ walked into the
lobby.” That’s nowhere near as effective as if, when the protagonist first enters the lobby,
“there was a flash of red in my peripheral vision, but it was just some guy wearing a
carnation in his lapel.”

It'll be a lot more effective when, a short time later in a hallway, “it was that guy again—the
one with the carnation. Suddenly he pulled a pistol out from his jacket...”

Foreshadowing can enhance CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT in wonderfully subtle ways. In
his film Spirited Away, Hayao Miyazaki provides a brilliant example. When the protagonist

Chihiro first enters the spirit world, she is a stubborn, self-centered, terrified young girl. To
escape her pursuers she has to descend a narrow set of stairs with a chasm to one side. She
forces herself to race down the stairs, stopping when she hits a wall.

Yet later in the film, when her staunch ally Hakuy, in the form of a dragon, is pursued,
bleeding, and in need of help, Chihiro races along a collapsing drain pipe to reach him and
help. At no point does Miyazaki say, “see, Chihiro has grown,” but the audience knows.

Foreshadowing also enhances NARRATIVE FLOW in subconscious ways. In the Stranger
Things 2, there is a scene where the psionic girl Eleven is helping the sheriff clear up the
house that will be her sanctuary. As she does, she sneaks over to the table where a jigsaw
puzzle is partly done, and slips puzzle pieces into place.

Later, the young boy Will is having visions he cannot explain. His mother asks him to draw
them, but he just produces page after page of crayon scrawls. They seem to be incoherent,
until his parents realize that they connect. By laying them out on the floor, they see the
things he cannot describe. There is no overt connection between El’s puzzle and Will’s, yet
there is a thread that helps to tie the narrative together.

CONSISTENCY:

Make all of the fine details of your manuscript uniform throughout. No editor wants to
search for and correct all of the variations on an m-dash, for example:

Make the m-dash consistent in every instance. Here are some of the recommended styles:
¢ No double character spaces within the text of the document.



This refers to spaces before, after, or within sentences—not line spaces.
Do a search-and-change
Find all of the double spaces
o change them to single spaces.
e Use full m-dashes.
o Type as two hyphens, no space before and after (x--x).
o When you finish the second word and hit space, the hyphens will become an

O O O

m-dash (x—x).
e Always use m-dashes in dialogue when someone has to stop abruptly, or is
interrupted

e Use ellipses... when someone pauses or trails off
e Use actual ellipses (...) rather than three periods (.. .).
o Type three periods and then a space.
o The ellipses will then become a single element.
o Recommend always using the three-dot ellipses, to ensure consistency
throughout your document.
e Always use the same indication for a line space.
o Hit “return”
o Type five asterisks (*****) or hashtags (#####)
o Hitreturn
o Flush-left these three lines, without indentation
e Always flush left (without an indentation):
o The first paragraph in a chapter
o The first paragraph after a line space
e Always have 0-point line spacing before and after a paragraph.
o Go to “Format,” then “Paragraph.”
o Under “Indents and Spacing” look for “Spacing”
o Make certain you have:
= Before: 0 pt
= After: 90 pt

OTHER TIPS:

There are other rules of thumb that will serve you well:

e Avoid repetitions. Roget’s Thesaurus is a wonderful thing. Too much repetition will
sound clumsy, or make the reader think the story has been padded without adding
anything of substance.

e Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary and The Chicago Manual of Style are also
wonderful things.

e In particular, vary the words that begin your paragraphs. When typeset and sitting
on the page, too many paragraphs that open with “He,” “She,” “I” (for first-person),
and the like will become very tedious.

e Don’t over-capitalize. As important as your titles and terms may be, consult Webster
and The Chicago Manual of Style, and follow the equivalent rules as applied to our
world.



¢ Don’t begin your sentences with “and” or “but.” These are conjunctions, linking two
parts of a sentence. Occasionally you can begin a sentence, if the narrative flow is
enhanced—especially in dialogue, since we all sometimes start our sentences that
way. But don’t make a habit of it—it will become tiresome, and seem unprofessional.

e Contractions are OK, even in novels set in medieval worlds (though perhaps more
sparingly). Plodding narrative is much worse than the odd anachronism.

e “Before” most often means time, and that’s where the reader will go automatically,
so it’s generally better to use “in front of” when referring to position.

e “About” most often means “in reference to,” so it’s generally better to use “around”
when referring to position

* “He moved around the room”
= Not“He moved about the room.”

o Ellipses indicate dialogue that’s trailing off. “Then she was...”

e Unless there really is only one question, don’t use the phrase “The only question
was...” It's OK in dialogue, but not a good idea in the core narrative where the reader
can tell that there are plenty of other questions.

e M-dashes indicate dialogue that was cut off abruptly. “Don’t cross the—*

Ten points extra credit to the person who can complete that sentence.
And here’s an excellent use of the m-dash:

The thought occurred to Locksley now that John might have an ally
in Richard’s camp, someone intent on making sure that the king never
came back to claim his throne, or save his people.

If that was true, then it was up to him and the rest of the nobility to
save England. Someone shouted something behind him, but he had eyes
only for the usurper.

“Long live King Rich—"

Will winced as the Sheriff cut off Locksley’s head with one clean blow.
The body slumped straight to the ground and the head bounced twice, then
rolled to land at John’s feet.

So intent had the noble been on John that he had never seen the
Sheriff move around behind him. Will had tried to shout a warning, but
Locksley must not have heard him.



