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						VW#1: Practical Pacing
					
				

			

			
				
					
						I. What is Pacing?
						 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Pacing is what determines how a story moves along. As with cadence in poetry, 
					
				

				
					
						and tempo in music, pacing directly affects the impact of the story as well as the 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						reader's response to it. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Pacing can be fast. Very fast. Staccato. Immediate. Sweat on your brow. Lump in 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						your throat. Words turn to grips or slaps or shrieks. We're not waltzing here. Oh 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						no. This is all about now. Here and now. Right now. You with me? 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Pacing can also be a lingering, luxurious stretch of story that rolls across the 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						page in unhurried, elegant waves. When the words go all slow, hot summer 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						indolent and cautious feline curious, they seem to envelope the reader in silk and 
					
				

				
					
						seduction. The story wraps gentle arms around you and carries you along 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						through the passages of prose as though you were light as a feather. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Pacing a story is not about composing nonstop 
						in your face speed text
						 or 
						rocking 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						and drifting along the story river
						. A story's pacing has to shift, like moods, as the 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						plot unravels and the conflicts rise and fall. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Another way to think of pacing is as the story's heartbeat. It may slow down or 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						speed up, depending on what's happening, but there is always a regular rhythm 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						to it.  
					
				

			

			
				
					
						II. What Factors Determine a Story's Pacing?
						 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Story elements contribute a lot to pacing. We know as readers that action and 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						dialogue generally tend to speed up the pace of a story, while narrative and 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						description usually slow it down. Chapter beginnings and endings can segue fast 
					
				

				
					
						or slow, or knock us out of the story altogether. Things like footnotes, fancy font 
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						shifts or illustrations sometimes bring the pacing to a screeching halt.  
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Story theme and genre also affect pacing. A typical fast-paced read would be a 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						crime fiction thriller, as they contain a lot of action. On the flip-side, I have yet to 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						read a fast-paced literary novel. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The word choices a writer makes also influence the pace. If you look again at my 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						two examples up there, you'll notice that the words in the fast-paced paragraph 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						are short, simple and provocative. By comparison, the slow-paced paragraph 
					
				

				
					
						contains words that are longer, more complex and less aggressive. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Pacing also depends on the tone and ambiance of the writer's storytelling voice, 
					
				

				
					
						which may be tied in with the writer's personality. I tend to be very impatient, 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						focused and driven, and that comes out in my writing voice and pacing. One of 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						my writer friends is a lifelong dreamer and philosopher, and his books have a far 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						more leisurely pace compared to mine.  
					
				

			

			
				
					
						III. Pacing Quicksand and Avalanches
						 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						A well-paced book, like a healthy heart, has a consistent, logical rhythm to it. As 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						conflict and tension rise and fall in the story, your pacing should shift right along 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						with them. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Troubleshooting your pacing starts with a straight-through read of your story from 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						beginning to end. Use a highlighter to mark passages that don't feel consistent in 
					
				

				
					
						timing and rhythm with the rest of the story. Once you've identified these problem 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						areas, it's time for a diagnosis.  
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Spots where you feel the story bogs down or drags are caught in pacing 
					
				

				
					
						quicksand; you need to pull those passages out and get them moving. A lot of 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						new and inexperienced writers end up in pacing quicksand because they can't 
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