WRITE AS IF NO ONE IS LOOKING: How to Gag your Internal Editor
by Megan Kelly

It’s a well-known adage to dance as if no one is looking. One can find it printed on cups, cards, plaques, and probably stitched into pillow covers.

But can we do it with our writing? Can we shut off (or shut down) that internal editor?  She’s a [cuss word deleted].
See? She won’t go away! She won’t even let me be honest about my feelings about her. So how am I supposed to write about sex when she appears looking a lot like my appalled mother? When I write about murdering a spouse, well, she turns into my husband’s frown. The tale of a harried mother with too much to do and too many responsibilities makes her take on the guise of my wounded children.

So if the [cuss word deleted] of many colors is so flexible in appearance, why can’t she be flexible with my writing? Let me use a passive sentence for pity’s sake. Allow me a couple of unnecessary adverbs. Look the other way when I need to write a sex scene.

I’ve discovered one way to take the scariness out of my dear friend, the Internal Editor. And you’ve just witnessed it. Embrace her. She’s making your writing better, after all. As a writer, what better friend could you want?
When I write that sex scene and she looks like my mom, I think how much my mom loves me, not how much she’d disapprove of my knowing or writing about sex. I remind myself (and her) I’m writing about love. Not only about consenting adults having a physical encounter, but about two people falling in love and demonstrating it in one of the most beautiful, satisfying expressions humans have for this deep, moving emotion. And it’s a fun way to express it, too, but that’s okay, really. Not even the British lie back and think of England anymore.
My friends expect my books to be funny. I don’t know why. But comedy writing is hard. A lot of humor depends on timing. The rest is visual. How does this emerge on the page? With a lot of work on my part. I can’t explain a look without time passing, so by the time the reader understands the look I’m describing, I’ve lost the impact of what was funny. These friends’ expectations can bring on a cold sweat when I’m writing humor. Sometimes my dear friend, the Internal Editor, takes on the bafflement of a friend’s visage. “I don’t get it,” she states to the other confused clones she assembles. “She’s kind of funny in person. Witty, even, on occasion (although not as often as she thinks she is). But...wow. So. Not.”
My palms grow clammy, fingers fumble on the keyboard, and my vision blurs as perspiration drips from my forehead.

Can’t write sexy, can’t write funny. The few friends who understand my darker side expect scary stuff from me. “Shiver in your bed, covers over the head, with the lights on” scary. That’s almost as hard as being funny. Because who reads at night, alone in the woods, in the dark, with twigs snapping all around?  No one sensible. That’s the atmosphere I want to create, though. Scare your socks off and have you begging for more. But readers are usually at home, locked in a secure, familiar place, and almost always have lights on. No help there. When I try to write scary, my IE becomes those dark friends, who put their hands on their hips and scoff.
But think about it. My dear friend (DF) is also my IE, internal editor. And what do we do about her?  DFIE. Omg, a light bulb moment. I don’t have to listen to her. Who’s in charge here, anyway?!
Or I can think of her as an ally. She’s helping my writing, no matter her disguise, expression or attitude. What would my X (insert your bugaboo here) think?  Retrain yourself to visualize this: Why, Mom (dear husband, loving children, friend, pastor, boss, neighbor, etc., etc., etc.) would be thrilled to see me happily pursuing my vocation. She or he would love to brag about my accomplishments and will even run down the street waving my book.
Isn’t this a lesson we learn from Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban?  Laughing at the boggart takes away its power. How scary was that head masquerading as the Wizard of Oz in the movie of the same name?  Frightening, right?  But the man behind the curtain: not so much. So peel back the curtain on your fear, even when it appears as your editor’s email popping up in your mind and reading, This isn’t as good as we had hoped....
Gulp.

Now that’s frightening!  But what does it really say?  “We know you can do better.”  It shows belief. It validates your former works. Phew. Not so scary now.  And the IE posing as an email has lost her power over you.
So. Dance as if no one is looking. Write from your heart, telling the story you need to tell, in the way it must be related to readers. You’ll write happier for it.
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