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By Terri Elders

MEMORIAL
DAY:

Honoring our  
military

“When your story is ready for rewrite, 
cut it to the bone. Get rid of every ounce 
of excess fat. This is going to hurt; revis-
ing a story down to the bare essentials is 
always a little like murdering children, 
but it must be done.” 
           —Stephen King, November 1973

Recently I came across the word “ataxia,” derived from the Greek word, “a 
taxis,” meaning “without order.” At the time I’d been editing a novel and had been 
struck by the unnecessary or redundant adverbs it contained, so I realized how these 
ataxic rascals can clutter up otherwise lucid prose, and can render it clumsy, awk-
ward, and, yes, uncoordinated.
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I’m not advocating that you eliminate every adverb. Adverbs can be useful. After all, 
they’re the part of speech that modifies a verb, another adverb or even an adjective. Lazy ad-
verbs, though, languish around, expecting a pay check when they fail to carry the workload. 
Feel free to dispatch these layabouts. You’ll recognize many of them by their “-ly” endings. 
You’ve seen them dropping in and wasting space everywhere. 

Here are some examples, from an otherwise engaging and well-written thousand-word nar-
rative essay that appeared last week in a newsletter distributed by a popular anthology series:

…he said, drunkenly.
(Could the drunkenness be shown in the words the person says?)

…knocked on the door hesitantly.
(Could the writer show the hesitance in another way, perhaps  

        how the person raises his hand and drops it before knocking?)

…she laughed ruthlessly.
(What does a ruthless laugh sound like?)

…greedily chugged the drink.
(Doesn’t the great verb “chug” imply greed?)

…feeling of relief instantly drained from my body.
(Does the adverb add anything here?)

…slowly, I took the phone in my trembling hand.
(Does this adverb add anything either?)

Do these words carry their weight? Do you see how the writer uses them to tell instead of 
to show? 

Stephen King rationalizes infanticide as a necessary evil. When you revisit your text it’s 
time to kill your cherished darlings. Delete all those superfluous words and sentences and you 
may find that your message is cleaner, clearer and carries more emotional impact.
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Here’s how I edit my own copy. First,  I run a 
“find” to see how many times I’ve inserted “just,” 
another adverb, but without the “ly” tail. It’s my very 
own personal and frequently-acknowledged evil ver-
bal tic. It manages to plunk itself into my prose every 
time I blink. 

Next I look for words ending in “ly.” It’s a rare 
first draft that does not include some of these super-
fluous adverbs: really, quickly, truly, usually, typi-
cally, closely, fairly, happily, carefully.  Then I seek 
out such adverbs as always, very, and often. Are any 
of these necessary?

Then I hunt for redundancies. Have I written “tiny little”? “Great big”? 
Can I substitute a stronger verb? Can I change “ran swiftly” to sprinted, darted, dashed or scampered? 
For “said slowly,” can I substitute “sputtered” or “stuttered,” or find a more precise adverb 

such as calmly, casually, deliberately, gently, gradually, languidly, lazily, leisurely, nonchalant-
ly, or unhurried? (Yes! It’s not cheating to use a thesaurus!)

In fact, I’m cautious about any use of adverbs after “he said,” 
“she replied,” and similar constructions. I try to show the speaker’s 
manner or condition in the conversation itself. (Yes…you want 
to show, not tell.) I base this practice on the advice of Strunk and 
White, in The Elements of Style: “Dialogue heavily weighted with 
adverbs after the attributive verb is cluttery and annoying.”

In such dialogue tags it may be possible to select a more color-
ful verb. Instead of “cried loudly,” perhaps you can use “howled” or 
“wailed.” But be cautious. Use substitutes for “said” only if the use 
of a more dramatic tag doesn’t interfere with the rhythm of the story. 
Use these verbs sparingly and only when you are certain you intend 
for your reader to halt. The reader’s eye skims right over “said,” but 
will fasten on “hiss” or “bellow.” Snakes may hiss and bulls may 
bellow. But people? Rarely.  
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There’s always an exception to the rules of solid writing. So before you cite authors 

who adore adverbs and unconventional tags, I’ll admit one of my favorites did both, and with 
aplomb. John Steinbeck, in the opening pages of Tortilla Flats, gives us these examples: 

 
...he muttered savagely
...he said naively 
...he said sadly 
...Pilon added rhythmically . . . added helpfully . . . added hopefully . . .  
...Danny demanded 
...Pilon answered him sternly

Hey, it’s Steinbeck…he’s a stylist…but he’s usually providing important information about 
the speaker’s delivery or mood. Just be careful. J.K. Rowling used “ejaculated” as a tag in one 
of the Harry Potter books. So did Charles Dickens in Bleak House. It’s true that the primary 

meaning of that word is “to utter suddenly and briefly.” But do you 
want to read either of those passages aloud to an eleventh grade English 
class?

Two final tag tips. First, you don’t need to use them for every bit 
of dialogue. If it’s clear who the speaker is, eliminate the tag. Second, 
never have your speaker laugh or smile words. Last week I finished re-
reading W. Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge. He had characters 
laughing and smiling words, and it interfered with my ability to enjoy 
this otherwise powerful novel. Laughing and smiling are not speaking. 
These are separate actions. You can have a character do both. But write 
it this way: “I believe you,” she said, laughing. Avoid “I believe you,” 
she laughed. It’s incorrect. Trust me.

 I also double check to ensure I’ve not committed any inadvertent 
Tom Swifties. Remember these? These are one-liner puns built around 

“-ly” adverbs, named for the archetypal example: “Hurry up,” Tom said swiftly. 
Sometimes they show up when the writer has no intention of making a joke. Decades ago, 

when the Swifties were at the height of their popularity, one of my high school students wrote, 
“‘I gained six pounds this month,’ she said, heavily.” She swore she didn’t see the Swiftie!

Continue on page five
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What’s Coming Up Next Month?
Next month, Barbara Carpenter will be our guest columnist. 
She’s already given us the name of her piece--Passionately 
Active vs. Couch-Potato Passive. What a great tease!

An established writer, freelancer, editor and 
author who hails from Illinois, Barbara is 
also the co-creator of Not Your Mother’s 
Book . . . On Special Occasions. She 
would love to read your stories about all 
those occasions; birthdays, anniversaries, 
graduations, events . . . the list is endless! 
We will be debuting the cover for this book 
in June’s issue, too.

Barbara and her family host many  
parties and special occasions  

at their home and private lake!

A final bonus. If you’re editing to meet a specified word count, you’ll be amazed at how 
much you can eliminate, using these tips. “You can bet on it,” she wagered, speculatively.

To end on a light note…“Don’t worry, the radiation level isn’t very high,” Tom said glowingly.

Hanging with the experts:
http://www.users.qwest.net/~yarnspnr/writing/adverbs/adverbs.htm
http://www.writersdigest.com/writing-articles/by-writing-goal/write-first-chapter-get-started/nobles-
writing-blunders-excerpt
http://kenneth-burchfiel.suite101.com/adverbs-are-really-unnecessary-a86812#ixzz1u7Ne04mZ
http://www.writing-world.com/fiction/said.shtml
http://kayedacus.com/2011/03/15/debunking-writing-myths-alwaysnever-use-said-dialogue-tags/

Take a break with Tom Swifties:
http://www.fun-with-words.com/tom_swifties_history.html
http://thinks.com/words/tomswift.htm
http://www.fun-with-words.com/tom_swifties.html

Continue on page five

Avoiding Adverbial Ataxia Continued from page four
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Meet Not Your Mother’s Book . . . On Being a Stupid Kid 
and Not Your Mother’s Book . . . On Dating

co-creator Laurel McHargue!
Laurel McHargue was born and raised in Braintree, MA as “Laurie” Jean Bernier, the 

fourth of five perfect daughters born to her lucky parents. After she attended Smith College for 
three semesters (because her Dartmouth boyfriend wanted 
her to), she decided to go for a truly big challenge (minus 
D-boy), and started from scratch at the United States Mili-
tary Academy at West Point, NY. She graduated in May of 
1983 (the fourth class to graduate women), and married 
her most remarkable classmate, Mike McHargue, a month 
later. She served nine years active duty in the Army fol-
lowed by three in the Reserves, earning her M.A. in Eng-
lish and spawning two amazing sons, Nick and Jake, who 
transitioned her to “civilian” life while their Pops stayed 
“active” until retirement in 2003.

After contributing years of volunteer work in the schools as her boys grew, Laurel found 
time to earn her teaching certificate while teaching 7th grade language arts in a doomed middle 

school. When the school closed, she and her fam-
ily moved “up” to Leadville, Colorado, where she 
taught English at the local high school for four 
years before deciding, finally, to write “that book” 
she had been talking about her whole life.

In October of 2011, after discovering that a 
“writer’s platform” was not something upon which 
to stand when one’s butt falls asleep from sitting, 
she created one. In early 2012, Laurel signed on as 
a co-creator with Publishing Syndicate, oversee-
ing two books for the company. See page seven to 
learn more about these two books, and to see the 

other NYMB books that need stories, go to the PS website.
And you can learn more about Laurel, read some of her stories from her blog roll (do not 

add butter), at www.leadvillelaurel.com. 

Graduation Day!
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The title says it all. Period. Share with us the stupid things you did 
as a kid--the things that you did, or didn’t, get away with!

How do you play the dating game? Whether you’re new to dating or a return player, the game remains the 
same—to meet new people, have fun and maybe even get lucky...lucky in love, lucky in finding a life partner or 
lucky at—well, you know! We would love to hear about your dating experiences in the fast lane, or in the slow 
lane if that better suits your personality. 

TENTATIVE CHAPTER TITLES: 
•Will You Love Me Forever?

SUBMISSION DEADLINE: TBA

•eCacophony (on-line dating services)
•Double-Date Drama
•Stealing 3rd Base (or any other base)
•On Dating Your Spouse (date-night stories)
•Romantic Walks on the Beach? Get REAL!
•You Forgot Your Wallet?
•...Again? I’m Too Old for This
•Beware of Body Language  
•The Unexplainable
•Pet Peeves (quirks and/or other life forms/pets) 
•A Sock on the Door Knob (roommate stories)
•Mis-Match-Making  
•Let Me Give You a Little Advice...
•Meeting the Parents
•Dear John Letters (when it’s OVER!) 

SUBMISSION DEADLINE: AUGUST 1, 2012

TENTATIVE CHAPTER TITLES: 
•You Did WHAT?! 
•Pinky Swear? (Making and trying to keep promises not to tell) 
•Fears and Tears 
•Truth or Consequences
•Sibling Shenanigans
•ABCs and 123s (school-themed stories)
•Double-Dog Dares
•Country Tales (farmyard and country stories)
•Smart Kids, Stupid Stunts
•Guilty Until Proven Innocent
•They’ll Never Know
•Here Comes Trouble (getting in trouble with the law)
•Think Before You Leap
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My Story is Out: High School 

Attention LGBT teens and college-aged kids! Lyndsey needs stories 
for her book, so please pass along this information. Contributors who 
make the book will be paid royalties! www.MyStoryIsOut.com

                                        

Created by Lyndsey D’Arcangelo 

The nation’s newest anthology series  
for the LGBT community!

Submit your stories for two anthology series: Not Your Mother’s 
Book and OMG! My Reality! Nearly 40 NYMB titles are 
listed, along with details about each book. And there are  
three titles for OMG!: Kids, Pre-teens and Teens. And we’ll be 
introducing a new youth-oriented book next month! 

OMG! 
My Reality!

Not Your  
Mother’s Book &

www.PublishingSyndicate.com

www.DreamofThings.com

Dream of Things has a great line-up of anthology books. On their website, 
be sure to click on the “Workshop” tab for a listing of titles. Good luck!

STORIES NEEDED!

NEW DEADLINES
On Being a Woman: July 1, 2012
On Dogs: July 1, 2012
On Holidays: July 1, 2012
On Travel: August 1, 2012
On Being a Stupid Kid: August 1, 2012

If you’re active duty or  
have served in the  

military, thank you!  
We’d love to read  
your military-life  

stories: send them in!


