Not-so-write stuff: Bad prose has its own reward
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A Haddon Heights writer has just been honored in a widely followed literary contest, gaining international acclaim in the process.
That's what happens when you do your worst.

"It was a pleasant surprise," says Beth Fand Incollingo, a standout among thousands of people who penned purposely painful prose for the 2008 Bulwer-Lytton Fiction Contest.

You could say it's the best of times and the worst of times for Incollingo -- but then you'd be ripping off the wrong book.

See, Edward Bulwer-Lytton was a British writer who began an 1830 novel with the memorable line: "It was a dark and stormy night." The contest in his name, launched 26 years ago by a California college professor, challenges writers to create an awful opening for an imaginary novel.

"I've never had the guts to write a novel. It's a little intimidating," says Incollingo. "But this is great -- one sentence."

And what a sentence!

"Like a mechanic who forgets to wipe his hands on a shop rag and then goes home, hugs his wife, and gets a grease stain on her favorite sweater -- love touches you, and marks you forever," writes Incollingo.

That was good enough, relatively speaking, for runner-up status in the romance division.

What's more, an Associated Press report on the winners last week included Incollingo's line -- among three that were taken from some 70 sentences at the write-off's Web site.

"My entry ended up being printed all over the country," says Incollingo, a first-time participant in the contest. "I got a nice e-mail from someone in Germany. I'm really not sure how they got my e-mail address."

For my part, I was never sure why Bulwer-Lytton was singled out as an example of horrible writing. "It was a dark and stormy night" sounds OK to me -- almost like Hemingway, if he ran a little long.

But at the contest's Web site, I realized that the sentence actually drones on for another 55 words, with all that verbiage essentially confirming that, yes, it really was a dark and stormy night.

Incollingo, a former newspaper reporter, submitted a handful of entries for the contest. That's well below the record of some 3,000 submitted by a previous competitor, possibly a direct descendant of Bulwer-Lytton.

"I wrote them over a few weeks (and) some of them were pretty silly," says Incollingo. "There's actually another one that I thought might have been better."

Incollingo now runs a public relations firm, Texterity LLC of Haddon Heights, with her husband Jim. He also entered the contest, but didn't meet Bulwer-Lytton standards.

"One of his I thought was just hilarious," she says loyally. "But it didn't make it."

It sounds like Incollingo might have a bigger problem with her mother's reaction to her success.

"My mom was worried actually," says Incollingo. The AP story appeared everywhere. She said, "You're on CNN.com. Your name is all over the Internet, associated with bad writing."

Beth, she just doesn't realize how much talent it takes to write badly well. At least that's what my mom tells me.

Jim Walsh's column runs on Mondays. Reach him at (856) 486-2646 or jwalsh@courierpostonline.com
