
Busy Sentences 

Xenia and Sally are at it again. Today, Sally will conduct our lesson: the busy sentence. 

Where was Xenia? She’d been inside Chemicals, Inc.’s headquarters for over an hour. Sally glance down 

at her watch again: an hour, two minutes, and fifteen—no, sixteen—seconds now. What was going on? 

Had Xenia been caught by the night watch, or was she having trouble getting access to Dr. Chang’s 

computer, or had she run into trouble getting into the office, or, worst of all, had whoever was behind 

this plot suspected Xenia would choose tonight to break in, waited for her, and then attacked her, maybe 

even shot her? 

At four lines and some spare change, that last sentence is a doozy. It isn’t a run-on, nor is it 

grammatically incorrect in another way. However, so much happens in it that a reader may get lost and 

go back to the beginning to make sure they’re understanding it correctly. While readers sometimes do 

end up rereading sentences for a number of reasons, you want to give them as little cause as possible to 

do so. Any time they go back and reread, they’re thrown out of your story.  

As you’ve probably noticed throughout the previous five lessons, I tend to favor long sentences. When 

creating this course—and this lesson in particular—I often reread my sentences to make sure they 

weren’t too busy. I’d hate to be a hypocrite, after all! In attempting to combat my own busyness, I ask 

myself the following questions for each sentence when I revise: 

1. Does this sentence take up more than two and a half lines (or so) on my Word document? 

2. Does it have a lot of commas or other punctuation marks (semicolons, long dashes, colons, 

etc.)? 

3. Do I get fatigued reading it? Or, if I have beta readers, do they note that they struggled to get 

through it? 

4. Conversely, do I go for long periods of time without any punctuation marks? Of course, 

sometimes this will happen because you simply won’t need any of them. However, sometimes a 

lack of them means either that something is grammatically incorrect or that you’re packing too 

much into one sentence. Though commas should be used correctly unless you’re deliberately 

using or not using them stylistically, they serve both to provide clarity and pauses in a sentence, 

so the reader doesn’t become exhausted.  

5. Could it be broken up into smaller sentences without changing meaning, affecting the story’s 

rhythm, or matching too many surrounding sentences in length? 

That endless sentence in our sample paragraph meets criteria 1, 2, 3, and 5 (at least, I got exhausted 

writing and reading it!). So our solution here is simple: divide it up into smaller sentences. 

Here’s my attempt. 

Had Xenia been caught by the night watch, or was she having trouble getting access to Dr. Chang’s 

computer? Had she run into trouble getting into the office? Worst of all, had whoever was behind this 

plot suspected Xenia would choose tonight to break in? Had they waited for her, and then attacked her, 

maybe even shot her? 



This way, we still have a variety of sentence lengths to keep the reader interested. We also don’t 

introduce grammatical errors, and we don’t break our sentence off at any unusual or unnatural stopping 

points. 

Remember, keeping your readers interested is really the only writing rule that can’t be played with or 

broken. Always write your sentences with an eye for keeping your reader both interested and engaged, 

which they can’t be if they have to backtrack regularly. 

Too Many Details 

Sometimes a sentence can be busy because you’ve included more details than you need to, which takes 

us back to lesson 4: overdescribing. 

Xenia bolted from the room, ran out onto the landing, looked both ways, ducked behind the corner as the 

security guard approached, waited for five minutes, her breath lodged in her throat, then slowly peered 

around the corner. The hall was empty, so she stepped out from her hiding place, walked back onto the 

landing, looked both ways again, than bolted down the stairs to another landing, bolted down another 

flight of stairs, then ran across the empty foyer and crashed through the unlocked door. 

Ask yourself the same question here as you did in lesson four: do we really need all of these details? 

Homework 

Rewrite the sentence above to contain the spirit of Xenia’s fleeing from the building while omitting 

some repeat or unnecessary details. 

For your second problem, Sally and Xenia have gotten into some more overwriting trouble. See if you 

can get them out of it. 

“Well?” Sally asked as Xenia climbed into the Ferrari. “Did you find the information you were looking 

for?” 

Xenia couldn’t answer her. Her pulse was pounding too hard, her eyes were misting over, she felt sick to 

her stomach, and the icy sting in her wrists and chest could only be due to one thing: betrayal, absolute 

betrayal, not to mention hurt. She’d trusted Dr. Chang with so many things, and trusted that he was 

ultimately an ethical scientist, a stable mentor, and, above all else, a good person, one who would never 

work for a hostile foreign organization trying to create chemical weapons of mass destruction right here 

in what was effectively their own backyard.  

“Xenia?” Sally prompted, drumming her fingers against the steering wheel, her left eye twitching, her lips 

puckered into a frown, and her brow crinkled up into three sharp lines, three things that always meant 

she was not only agitated, but about ready to start shouting, something Xenia loathed. 

She sighed. “It’s worse than we thought. Chang was in on it.”   

 

 


