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Revising and Editing Fiction 
Transcript 

This is a transcript of the seminar, edited slightly for easy reading. 

You can find the video and audio versions at www.writershuddle.com/seminars/june2013.  

I’m Ali Luke and this is the June 

seminar for Writers’ Huddle, 

revising and editing fiction. 

If you’ve not seen a photo of me 

before, then this is what I look like 

– hello! I’m starting off with a 

video of me, rather than of the 

PowerPoint slides, so that I can 

show you a few things.  

In today’s seminar, I want to talk about the revision and editing process in 

practice, and the best example I have of that are of my own work, because I 

know what went into that before I ended up with the final piece. 

I’m going to be talking a little bit about my novel Lycopolis, which is about a 

group of online roleplayers who summon an evil demon into their game and 

into their world. This was a major project that I worked on during my creative 

writing MA, so it was about two years of quite intense work during that, with a 

lot of feedback along the way, which really fed into the successive drafts. 

Just so you get a visual idea of how 

my revising process worked, I want 

to show you the hard copies of 

several of the drafts. 

So this one is the very first, Draft 

1.1 I have in the inside cover, and 

this was sent to Lulu to print on 18th 

October 2009.  

http://www.writershuddle.com/seminars/june2013
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You can see it’s got my maiden name on, Ali Hale, because that’s who I was 

then, and it was the first version that I gave to other readers for some 

feedback.  

It had a little bit of work along the way, just because of the fact I was writing it 

within an MA program. This was about a year after the start of the first draft to 

printing that. 

The next one: this is draft two, 

still in my maiden name. This 

was 7th March 2010. I’d even 

managed to write a blurb by the 

time I got to this stage.  

So that was quite a lot of major 

changes – this was really a 

complete rewrite from the first 

draft. 

This one is massive, because I 

got a bit confused by Lulu’s print 

sizes – don’t make that mistake!  

It’s the first one in my current 

name, Ali Luke, and this was 5th 

November 2012, so six months 

or so after draft two. So that’s 

the third draft. 

That’s as far as I went with 

printing different versions, because around that point, I got my first Kindle and 

realised it was a lot quicker and cheaper just to put my manuscript onto the 

Kindle when I wanted to read it. When I gave it to my editor, she obviously 

wanted it in normal double-spaced manuscript form. 

The final version, which was about draft 6 or 7, has a proper cover and blurb 

and everything, even an ISBN number. The ebook was produced in November 

2011, and this paperback a few months later. 



Writers’ Huddle: Revising and Editing Fiction  June 2013 

© Ali Luke, 2013 www.writershuddle.com P a g e  | 3 

It took from about October 2008 to November 2011 to get to that final 

version. The first two or three drafts were major rewritings of the book: they 

weren’t just small changes.  

As we go through the seminar, I’m 

going to focus first on what I would 

call revising – doing a complete new 

draft – and that’s probably drafts 

one to two and two to three. Then 

I’ll focus on editing, which is the 

more detailed stuff you get onto 

once you’ve nailed down all the 

characters and plot points and so 

on. 

Revising vs Editing 

Revising is the big picture, involving huge changes to a story or to a novel, 

and it’s probably quite a long process. For me, it means rewriting everything – 

so I print out the whole draft, as I showed you, and then I have that on the 

desk and I start again with a blank page. I rewrite every single scene like that. 

Of course, there are some bits that do make it in unchanged. For me, that’s 

often lines of dialogue – I’m usually fairly happy with at least some of the 

dialogue. There are phrases or sentences that might get retyped without 

changes, but for the most part, that process of completely rewriting it means 

that I rethink every paragraph and all the raw material of the first draft 

becomes refined. 

Editing is when I’m really honing in on individual sentences and words, and at 

this point I’m not worried about taking out characters or adding in scenes or 

cutting chapters and that sort of thing. I’m just trying to make sure that 

everything that’s there is working as well as possible. 

Of course there’s some overlap between these areas. Obviously, when I’m 

revising I’m trying to write things as well as I can – but inevitably my focus in 

the revision is on things like, I have to cut out this character and have their role 
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played by someone else, or I need to rearrange these things and that means 

something else has to shift. It’s quite hard for me, at least, to do that detailed 

work of editing at the same time. 

  

I really liked this quote from Shannon Hale. For me, that is very much what the 

first draft is like. The way I tend to think of it is that the finished book is like a 

sculpture, and in the first draft, I’m creating the raw material for that 

sculpture – I’m making something out of nothing. Inevitably, there’ll be a lot 

of work still to do after the first draft is complete. 

If you’re currently at the first draft stage, with a short story or with a novel, 

don’t be concerned about getting things perfect straight off. Your main goal is 

just to get to the end, and then you can go back and fix all the stuff you 

changed your mind about along the way. 

Characters, Plot and Setting 

When you read through your first draft and start to think about what you want 

to revise, you’re going to be looking at your characters, your plot, and your 

setting. 

One of the reasons I do such extensive redrafting is because if one of these 

things changes, it will have some sort of impact on the others. If you’re making 

multiple changes to characters and to plot and to setting, you will probably 

have to rewrite every single scene – which is no bad thing. 

I’m convinced that if I was better at planning, I wouldn’t have to do so much 

revision! If you’re the kind of person who just likes to launch into the writing 

and see where it takes you, you will have a lot more to do at this stage than if 
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you’re the kind of person who’s really good at doing a detailed outline and 

then actually sticking to it. 

Characters 

I’m going go through some of the core things you might want to look at during 

the revision stage.  

Cutting Characters Out 

One is whether you cut out some of your characters completely. Certainly, I 

found with Lycopolis that when I began it, I had a couple of extraneous main 

characters – one of whom disappeared almost instantly after my planning, and 

one who lingered on for maybe a third of the first draft before being cut out. 

Obviously, because I’d made those decisions, I then needed to go back and 

change some earlier stuff – but I didn’t do that in the first draft, I just left it 

until I redrafted. 

I cut characters because the novel was becoming too complicated, and they 

weren’t playing a big enough role in the story. One of them was just boring me 

completely – so I got rid of her. This is something that established authors do, 

and it’s also something you can see in action when novels are adapted for the 

screen – when they’re adapted for TV or for film. 

I’ve got a couple of examples: one is the Pride and Prejudice film adaptation of 

the book (2005, starting Keira Knightley). In that, one of Bingley’s sisters is cut 

out completely. For the sake of the plot and the story as it’s being told in a 

movie, it’s not really significant whether Bingley has one sister or two. It’s 

simpler to do away with a character and merge their roles into one.  

A purely drafting-redrafting example is J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the 

Goblet of Fire. She has written about how she cut out a character who was 

supposed to be a cousin of Ron Weasley, during the redrafting process, 

because it was getting harder and harder to make things work as they should 

for the plot. Eventually she replaced that character’s role with Rita Skeeter, the 

journalist figure from that novel.  
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So this is something that loads of authors do as they rewrite. If you’ve got 

characters that aren’t pulling their weight, or if you feel your cast has become 

slightly unmanageable or it’s hard to remember who all the different 

characters are, it’s certainly worth considering whether you can cut some of 

them out or perhaps merge their roles into one.  

If they’re very minor characters who perhaps only appear in one or two 

scenes, I’ve found that a good trick is to just not name them – because if you 

don’t name a character, readers won’t pay very much attention to them, won’t 

expect them to recur, and it’s one fewer name that they’ve got to remember. 

Adding Backstory for Your Characters 

Something else you may need to do with your characters is to add some 

backstory. If you feel you need to give them more roots as a character, give 

readers more of a sense of how they got to be the people they are today, 

then you may want to slip in backstory.  

That could be in part of a conversation, in a flashback scene, in a memory, it 

could be some particular object or talent that they have, and so on. It doesn’t 

have to be really obtrusive but it can help to further your plot and deepen 

those characters. 

I did this for Kay, who is the closest thing I have to a protagonist or a heroine in 

Lycopolis. She was lacking in much background, and my tutor at Goldsmiths 

asked me what I thought was a really important question: why is she so good? 

Why is she somebody who strives to do the right thing, who has strong ethics, 

and so on. 

To begin with, I just thought, that’s how she is, she’s a good person – but I 

realised there needed to be a reason why this was so important to her. I also 

wanted a stronger ending, where she has some ability to overcome the demon 

in the novel.  

So I came up with some backstory for her. When she was a few years younger, 

she’d experimented with magic and her younger brother had been badly 

injured. The guilt of that had stayed with her and it had really changed who she 

is in the current day of the novel. 
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This wasn’t something where I added massive flashback scenes, but it was 

something that got gradually played in throughout the novel, pretty much 

from scene one onward. So that was an example of where I needed to do lots 

of little bits of rewriting along the way. 

Now that I’m writing a sequel to Lycopolis, that part of Kay’s story has 

continued to be significant, and I’ve been finding more reasons to bring in the 

backstory for other characters. It makes them seem more real if they’ve got a 

past as well as the present of the novel, and a sense of where they might go in 

the future. 

Changing Characterisation 

Then the third thing you may want to do when you revise is change some 

aspects of the characterisation.  

This could be things like how old a character is. It could make a difference if 

your character is, say, 25 vs 21. That’s a major change in life: when you’re 21 or 

22, you’re perhaps just coming out of university. By the time you’re 25, you’re 

probably established on a career. Similarly, there’s going to be a big difference 

between a character who’s 12 years old and one who’s 14. 

All of this is stuff you might be playing around with as you draft. It may be 

that part way through your novel, you change people’s ages, people’s jobs, 

maybe even their race, their height. Even something that might seem as 

insignificant as their hair colour could have some effect on who they are.  

This is especially the case if you get to know your characters while you’re 

writing: if you’re the sort of writer who likes to have a reasonable initial idea of 

who your characters are, but you discover a lot about them during the writing 

process.  

All of these things are ones to keep in mind when you’re reading through your 

first draft and embarking on your second draft. 
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Plot 

Then as well as character, of course, we have plot. To some extent, it may be 

the case that your plot has to shift a bit because you’ve changed your 

characters – or conversely, it may be that you need to make some plot changes 

and that means some of your characters have to be braver or more cowardly, 

more prone to getting into fights, or they have a different background and so 

on. 

Removing False Tangents 

One thing that I look out for in plot revision is false tangents. This could be 

when I’ve done something that’s too complicated: I’ve gone off on some 

complex bit of plot and I could simplify it all down and make it more 

straightforward.  

I’m not a fan of complicated plots because I find them hard to follow as a 

reader, let alone as a writer, so I try to keep things relatively straight-forward. 

It could be that I’ve written something that’s just ended up irrelevant to the 

finished book. Maybe I threw in a scene that seemed cool, but it’s not really 

important to the story.  

In the early drafts of Lycopolis, I was trying to get in a scene where my 

characters went to Lazer Quest, which is a lazer shooting game in the UK. I 

guess I wanted that because I liked Lazer Quest when I was younger, and it was 

something I sometimes did with my geeky online roleplaying friends, so I felt 

like it fitted in the novel. But to be honest, it had nothing to do with the story I 

was telling. 

Combining or Deleting Repetitive Scenes 

Something else you might want to do, which is not dissimilar to this, is 

combine or delete any repetitive scenes. I’ve got an example of this slightly 

later on, of scenes from the first draft of the early chapters of Lycopolis, which I 

ended up combining together.  

When I’m doing the first draft, across probably a whole year, between chapter 

two and chapter five I might have completely forgotten what I wrote. Or it 
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might seem like a long time has passed, because a long time has gone past in 

my life – but in terms of narrative time and the reader’s time, not much time 

has gone by at all. 

I don’t want to have scenes that basically repeat the same thing. For some 

reason, I’m always tempted to do this to show that this is normal life for a 

character – or I show the normal life in one scene and how it’s different in 

another. Usually I find that less is more here, and that it reads perfectly well 

if I just have one scene of, say, two characters chatting in a coffee shop or 

something, rather than two or three separate scenes. 

If you’ve been watching HBO’s Game of Thrones, here are a couple of examples 

of that from season 3 – and I’m going to try not to spoilerise it for those 

who’ve not seen season 3 yet!  

The first is the scenes with Bran and Rickon, which are to me slow-paced and a 

bit repetitive. The second example is the scenes with Theon across several 

episodes, which I felt, while powerful scenes, could perhaps be combined into 

one or two scenes rather than being stretched out across several episodes. 

Fixing Plot Holes 

The third thing you want to do here is fix plot holes. These can be caused by 

other edits, so you’ve changed one thing and it unfortunately breaks 

something else.  

I’ve found that it’s handy to create a timeline. Ideally, you do this as you’re 

writing the first draft: in practice, I rarely seem to manage that as neatly as I’d 

like, and I often have to redo the timeline as I’m redrafting. 

A timeline can throw up issues like a character knowing certain information 

before he or she should be able to know that – they haven’t been told about it, 

but for some reason it’s slipped in too soon because that’s convenient for your 

plot. Something like that can be quite easily fixed: maybe they receive a letter 

or they have a phone call with someone. 

You can also have problems with the timing in the sense of you have a 

character leaving destination A at eight in the morning and arriving at 

destination B at noon – when actually it should have been a ten hour trip. It 



Writers’ Huddle: Revising and Editing Fiction  June 2013 

© Ali Luke, 2013 www.writershuddle.com P a g e  | 10 

may be that you suddenly realise something’s just gone a little bit awry with 

the time scheme, and that needs fixing. 

Setting 

The final aspect of revision is the setting.  

How Much Can You Change the Setting? 

Hopefully, at this stage, you’re not going to be making really sweeping 

changes to your setting – so you’re not moving a novel from Australia to the 

UK, for instance. The basics, the country and time period, those things are 

probably going to stay the same. 

If you’re working on a short story, you’ve got the potential to completely 

change the setting. You can do extensive rewriting and rethinking on a short 

story without it taking up a whole year of your life. With a novel, the setting is 

often so integral to everything else that’s going on that you’d almost have to 

write a different book if you changed it completely. 

Hopefully, you’ve nailed the setting before you begin. But despite what I’ve 

just said, if you feel that it’s right for your book to change the setting to a 

different time or a different place then by all means do that. You’re the author 

and you’re the best judge: it may be that for your particular book it needs to 

be done, and that’s fine. 

“Re-setting” Individual Scenes 

What you’re more likely to be doing, though, is re-setting individual scenes. 

Something I like to do when I’m revising is look at scenes where the tension 

isn’t as high as it should be, where the characters have a too-easy time of it. I 

look for ways to put those scenes in a place that would make it more dramatic. 

For instance, if you’ve got characters who are having an argument in the 

privacy of their own home, it could be that it’s more dramatic to put that in a 

public setting. Perhaps that means one of them can’t storm off so easily – they 

have to stay and fight it out. Perhaps they’ve got to keep their voices low even 

though they’re really angry, because they don’t want to attract attention: they 
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don’t want to have a big argument in front of the whole of their local coffee 

shop or pub. 

Similarly, you can add tension to scenes that involve just one character. It may 

be that the weather’s really bad, and that’s creating problems for them. It 

could be that instead of having the scene set at midday, you have it set at 

midnight – so they’re coming home late at night and it’s dark. That, again, 

could add something to a scene that might have been dry and boring, if you 

have a character on their own thinking about something. 

Getting the Balance of Description Right 

Try to get the balance right in the amount of description you give about your 

setting. I think few telling details are better than lots of detail. This is partly 

because I’m not a big fan of descriptive passages in what I read or what I write 

– but partly because in general, unless you’re a very good literary writer, 

where it’s more about the words than about the story, description is not really 

furthering your story. 

Instead of giving readers a blow-by-blow description of what a house looks 

like or what a particular pub or shop looks like, give them a few small details. 

The fact that the wallpaper is peeling and there’s damp rising on the walls tells 

you that the house is neglected, without you also having to tell them that it’s 

really dusty and the carpets are a bit grubby and the banisters need repainting 

and so on. You don’t have to give every detail because the reader will fill in 

what they expect that setting to be like. 

Unless something is incongruous – say your character lives in a really run-down 

house except for one room which is kept absolutely pristine – then you don’t 

need to mention it. 

 

Those are the big-picture things to look out for: the character, the plot and the 

setting. It’s a good idea to get those changes pinned down before you pay too 

much attention to getting every single word right. Of course, as you’re 

rewriting, you will be improving things. You’ll be writing snappier dialogue, 

you’ll be writing better descriptions, you’ll be expressing yourself better. But 
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you don’t want to be worrying about getting it perfect until you’ve got these 

changes worked out. 

For me, certainly, I can’t imagine doing any fewer than three drafts before 

giving my work to the editor. The first draft is just getting it all down. The 

second draft is the one that I revise, and the third draft would be when I 

perhaps start on the detailed edits. 

Detailed Editing 

With detailed editing, you’re looking at things like your style. My view of style 

is that I don’t want my words to get in the way of my story. I try to keep the 

style as simple and straightforward as possible. 

But your style may be very different. It might be that you have a quite self-

consciously literary style, and that’s great. There are lots of authors who I like 

primarily because of their style, like Margaret Atwood or Alexander McCall 

Smith: it’s their style that really makes their books.  

Getting your style right can be quite tough first time round. You might want to 

consider whether you make it simpler, more literary, more humorous, more 

serious, and so on. Maybe there’s some work to do in making sure your style is 

consistent from page one to the end – especially if you wrote your draft over a 

year or more. 

Voice 

Something else to consider is voice. Of course this is related to style, but your 

characters also have a voice. You might be writing in first person (“I”), in which 

case, the story has to sound like your character – it has to be written the way 

they would tell it. Or you might be writing in what’s called third person limited: 

you’re writing from the “he” or “she” perspective, but it’s as though you have a 

camera right behind their head, seeing everything that they would see, only 

giving details that they would know. You stay with them, and the way in which 

you express yourself in the writing can reflect the character’s thoughts. 

If you’re switching from one viewpoint character to another in a third person 

novel, it may well be that the voice shifts from scene to scene – and that’s 
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what I did with Lycopolis. In the revision, several of my notes going from Draft 

2 to Draft 3 were about voice – in particular, there were three or four 

characters whose voice I hadn’t quite pinned down. There were others where 

it was already closer. 

Something you can do if you’re writing in the third person and you’re 

struggling with voice is to try shifting a scene into first person. One of my 

tutors suggested that and I found it was a really helpful exercise. I didn’t go on 

and write half the novel in first person, but I did find that it helped me pin 

down the voice of one of my characters so that I could then switch back to 

third person and write it in a way that was more authentic to them and to their 

thought patterns. 

Considering Your Genre 

It’s also good to think about your genre at this point. It may be that your novel 

doesn’t fit easily into an established genre – but hopefully you’ve got a 

reasonable idea of where it would be on the shelves. Your genre will affect 

things like the pacing of your story and the vocabulary you choose when you’re 

telling it. 

If you’re writing a thriller, the sort of novel people might pick up at the airport 

or read on the beach, it’s going to be fast-paced. You’re probably not going to 

have a lot of big words – you’re not going to send your reader scurrying for a 

dictionary. 

If you’re writing literary fiction, the pace could be much slower, the vocabulary 

will be more complex and richer. 

It may that it took you a while during the writing process to decide exactly 

which genre or sub genre your novel should go into. It could be that you need 

to do a little bit of work just to adjust these elements.  

Things like pacing, in particular, are hard to get right when you’re writing and 

even when you’re revising: obviously the speed at which you write is 

considerably slower than the speed at which a reader reads. It might take you 

an hour to write a couple of pages and it might take a reader five minutes to 

read them. So what seems to you like a well-paced scene might actually be too 
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quick or too slow. It’s hard to get these things right first time or even second 

time round. 

What to Look Out For 

I’m going to run through some things to look out for when you’re doing this 

detailed editing.  

Things You Can Cut 

Most people tend to over-write a bit when they’re drafting, even when they’re 

redrafting, and I find that the first paragraph of scenes can quite often go. 

Sometimes it’s good writing, sometimes I’m sorry to lose it, but it’s often not 

really adding anything and it just delays getting properly into the scene. 

You might find you can cut whole paragraphs, you can cut sections of dialogue, 

if not much is happening, and so on. 

I got as far as the fifth draft of Lycopolis before getting in touch with a friend 

who’s a freelance editor and paying her to editing it. She suggested that I 

should cut it down quite substantially. The manuscript I gave her was about 

135,000 words and I cut it to around 85,000 words – so really substantial cuts 

to the text.  

I don’t think I lost any of the plot in that: virtually everything I cut was stuff 

that was unessential for the story, like dialogue that was just chit-chat, or 

paragraphs at the start of scenes that just weren’t getting into the scene 

quickly enough. There were maybe still one or two repetitive scenes at this 

point that I merged together and managed to shorten in the process. 

You may well find that it’s surprising how much you can cut and still keep the 

core of your story intact. 

Repetitive Phrasing 

One that I definitely find a problem is repetitive phrasing. Something else my 

editor picked up on for me is that I have a habit of using words like looked, 

stared, glanced when I’m describing action in between dialogue in particular. 
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I don’t think these are bad words or phrases to use – often I do need to 

describe where a character is looking, so that we can follow the conversation – 

but if it’s being done multiple times in every single scene, it does become a bit 

over the top. I worked on cutting those out, trying to find alternatives to them, 

in the redrafting between draft 5 and draft 6. 

Over-Explaining 

Another one to look out for is over-explaining. Trust the reader, and use beta-

readers if you can – people who’ll read your novel and let you know if they had 

any queries or any problems, or if anything didn’t quite make sense. 

Readers will usually be able to read between the lines and pick up hints more 

than you might expect. You don’t need to have a character behaving in an 

angry manner and then tell readers that the character is angry, for instance. 

Again, this can be a hard thing to get right in the first couple of drafts, so you 

may want to combine this with looking at what you can cut or possibly looking 

at things you repeated – so this goes hand-in-hand with the other points. 

Example: Lycopolis 

I’m going to run through an example, which is from my novel Lycopolis. I’ll 

show you two scenes on the next two slides that are rather similar – which is 

partly why they got heavily revised.  

 

Lycopolis Chapter 1, Scene B (Third Draft) 

This first one is the original chapter one, scene B. This is what was labelled in 

my Lycopolis folder as the third draft of this scene, so I guess I rewrote it to 

show to my creative writing workshop group at Goldsmiths quite early on. I 

couldn’t find the first draft, so goodness knows how bad that might have been 

– I’m kind of glad I don’t have to share that with you! 
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I don’t think this is terrible. It’s my third draft, so it obviously was at some 

point worse, and the main concerns that I have – looking back on it now – are 

the fact that Edwin’s voice isn’t fully established or consistent here, and that 

there’s some level of fussiness about the sentences, which is distracting from 

the story. 

I’ll go through a few specifics. 



Writers’ Huddle: Revising and Editing Fiction  June 2013 

© Ali Luke, 2013 www.writershuddle.com P a g e  | 17 

 

I don’t like comfortably predictable routine, here in the first line. I don’t think 

it’s something that Edwin would say – he’s a 14-year old – and I don’t think 

that predictable routine is even the right phrase here. This is just what he does. 

Routine is overdoing it. 

I think, when I wrote this chapter, I was trying to establish that this is normal 

life for this character, but I’ve hammered that home a bit too much – 

particularly as I wrote a very similar scene that I’ll come to in the next slide. 

Coke Zero – I don’t know why he’s drinking Coke Zero in this draft. He’s 

drinking Coke by the final version. It could be an interesting detail, if he was 

concerned about his weight, or thought it was fashionable or something, but I 

wasn’t convinced by that so I changed it. 

This sentence here – I really don’t like this one. (He managed to slam his 

bedroom door before his mother got as far as the “was” of “Hello, love, how 

was school?”) It’s overly fussy. I don’t like the level of precision there. It’s 

overdone. So that doesn’t work for me. And I’m not sure about “his mother” – 

“mum” is what I’ve used elsewhere, and that would have been better here. 

“His mother” is not really inside his head; it’s not what he would call her. 
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A small thing, but I don’t know why I’ve got quotation marks around “on” in on 

switch – I don’t think I need them. Again, there’s this level of fussiness about 

the early draft that’s something I’m progressively trying to get rid of as I redraft 

and edit. 

This bit, I don’t like either (emptied the small change from his trouser 

pockets...) I think it’s overly nitpicky, and I’m not sure why the reader even 

needs to know why Edwin’s emptying small change from his trouser pockets. It 

doesn’t add a great deal to his character, frankly!  

I think I may have been trying to establish that he’s in what he calls the third 

form, and what most people in the UK would call Year 9 – so he’s in a grammar 

school, which we can also tell from the blazer in the next sentence. I’m not 

sure why I thought it was necessary when I was drafting. Again, I think this is a 

case of not really trusting the reader to pick up on things. 

Lycopolis: Chapter 2, Scene D (First Draft) 

The next piece is the original Chapter 2 Scene D, so this was all of a few scenes 

later. When I redrafted the novel, I changed it so that each chapter was an 

individual viewpoint, so I didn’t have multiple scenes within a chapter – just to 

keep things more straightforward.  
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Again, there are some obvious problems with this one – the first of which 

being that it’s just too similar to the previous scene of Edwin’s. I’m trying to 

establish that this is his usual routine, and in this second scene he’s more angry 

and upset – he storms up the stairs and slams the bedroom door. But I don’t 

think that was necessary. I only need one scene, which you’ll see in the revised 

version on the next slide. 

I’ll go through some specific areas again, which I think are ripe for editing. 

 

The first is this phrase: without unlacing them. Just kicked his trainers off would 

be fine – the detail of whether he unlaced them or not is insignificant, and I 

would imagine that Edwin is the kind of teenager who kicks his shoes off 

without unlacing them all the time anyway. 

His mother – again, I think I should just put Mum in the text, and that’s what I 

have later on. That’s just another instance of the character voice not quite 

being there. 

In the middle paragraph, I don’t like there was an ominous crack. I’m not sure 

that ominous is quite the word he would choose, though Edwin is a very very 
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serious Goth – so maybe ominous is a word he’d like. But unless it’s significant 

that something has broken inside his rucksack, I don’t know why that’s there. I 

don’t ever come back to it, so it can just be cut. 

The most utterly crap day at school ever – I was reaching for the character 

voice there and didn’t quite get to it. I went slightly too far, if anything, in that 

bit, so I think I’d tone that down. 

Reprieve – not only did I spell it wrong in the first draft, it’s really not the sort 

of word that a 14-year-old would use. Not this 14-year-old, anyway. 

Here I’ve got mum rather than his mother which I prefer, but because it’s being 

used as a proper name – without his or hers or anything before it – it should 

have a capital M. That was something I went through during the editing and 

changed for consistency all the way through the novel. 

Like I say, I don’t think this is terrible writing, but it obviously needs quite a bit 

of work to be at a publishable standard – which is what I was aiming for and 

what, hopefully, you’re aiming for. Even if publication isn’t necessarily your 

end goal, it’s good to be trying to get your work to a standard where you think 

it could be published – because that’s really a test of your strength as a writer. 

If you want to self publish, it’s just as important, if not more so, that you get it 

right and you get it really good. 

Lycopolis: Chapter 3 (The Final Version) 

Now I’ll show you the scene as it appears in the final draft, the published 

version. Maybe it’s not 100% perfect, but it’s certainly better than these two. It 

also combines elements of these – so I basically cut out the earlier scene and 

stuck with the one later. 

This became Chapter 3 in the final version. 
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I like this version. I think it’s got the pace I was going for. To me, it sounds like 

Edwin, and it really gets going from the first line. I think I’ve managed to edit 

out any fussiness to the text, so it just moves on smoothly without getting a bit 

bogged down in the words, like the earlier versions. 

A few bits I wanted to highlight in terms of things I’ve changed: 
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This time, I just have Edwin’s mum asking, “How was school?” In previous 

versions, I had a longer or more complicated way of her asking that, and I’ve 

just got it simply stated like that. Instead of interrupting her dialogue half-way, 

I thought it was easier to simply say that Edwin was half-way up the stairs, and 

give her whole line of dialogue. 

This line, then – he didn’t know why she bothered asking – I think that implies 

enough that this is routine, pretty much every day she asks him the same 

thing. Then the rest of that paragraph, I felt I was getting more to the sort of 

voice that I wanted for this 14-year-old character. It’s sarcastic; it’s the sort of 

thing I can imagine him saying, not just thinking in the narrative. 

In the final line, I had a detail that I think I refer to later in the novel as well. 

Edwin’s fixed a bolt to his bedroom door because he wants more privacy – 

which is not an unreasonable thing to want when you’re 14. But it’s kind of 

telling.  

He doesn’t just slam the door, he bolts it as well: this is significant because his 

mother can’t just come in and tell him to stop being so moody. He’s created his 

own space. It’s also significant because it lets you know something about the 

relationship between him and his mother: he’s been allowed to fix a bolt to his 

door, and he’s actively locking her out. 

Readers can pick up on details like that. I don’t need to go into paragraph 

after paragraph saying that he has a bit of a stormy relationship with his 

mum. She’s struggling to control her own life and feel confident in her 

parenting of him and so on – but I don’t need to give loads of details, I can hint 

at it with small things like this. 

Example: Mutants of a Feather, Freedom 

Together (by Allison) 

Then, finally, I wanted to take a look at an example from the Huddle – so many 

thanks to Allison, who was brave enough to send me a piece to use in this 

seminar. 
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This is from a short story titled Mutants of a Feather, Freedom Together, and 

I’m just going to give you the opening of that short story so we can 

concentrate on the words level of things – but I really enjoyed the whole piece. 

It’s clearly already been well worked on and well polished. It’s good writing, 

with just a little bit of room left for improvement. 

 

There’s a lot of really good stuff here. It starts dramatically, right in the middle 

of the scene. We don’t know who the character is, we don’t know quite what 

this world is, though it’s already becoming clear that this story possibly science 

fiction because we’ve got scientists here, we’ve not only got torture going on 

but something that seems to be a scientific process.  

They’re talking about her responding to what’s happening and they’re drawing 

her blood, which suggests they’re studying something to do with this 

character. There’s a lot of intrigue being set up, right from the beginning here. 

There are just a few things I want to run through, which I think would make 

this opening even stronger. The first couple are just small word / sentence 

level issues. 
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In this sentence, every part of me is screaming from release, I think it should be 

for release. It’s a really easy typo to make. It may be that Allison wants to re-jig 

that sentence in some different way. 

To help breathing in the next sentence – to help my breathing might read more 

smoothly for me, and it sounds a little bit impersonal as it currently stands. It 

may be that we don’t need to know exactly what the tubes do ... though as I 

mentioned, knowing that the scientists are drawing blood does let us that this 

isn’t some sort of cold-blooded torture, it’s actually some horrible experiment 

or some kind of research. 

Then this one, each laboured, shuddering breath is racked with pain – this may 

be a case of less is more. It’s very clear that the character is in pain, we’re not 

under any illusions as to that, and more descriptions of the pain in this second 

paragraph may just be piling a little too much on. One or two phrases, perhaps 

part of this sentence or part of the previous one, could be cut out to get us into 

the next part of the story, the dialogue (which I think is really strong) just 

slightly quicker. 

There’s a comma after pain that doesn’t quite work there. If that line is going 

to stay in, either a full stop or a semi-colon would be better.  
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Respond with didn’t seem quite the right phrase to me. Possibly respond to the 

water, or maybe we want a different word instead of respond, so something 

like work with the water, for instance. 

At the end of that paragraph, torture, I think, is precisely the right word for 

what is happening to this character – but I feel this is one of the cases where 

naming something, labelling it like this, takes away from it a little bit. I’d prefer 

not to have the word torture, and just let the reader have that word in their 

head, rather than have it black-and-white on the page. But that’s a very small 

thing, and it may be that it’s perfectly right for this character to be using the 

word, because this is a first person narrative. This is a case where I might edit it 

one way, but maybe Allison thinks she likes it just how it is. 

This, I think, is a case of over-explaining: we hear what the other characters are 

saying, she’s still not responding, turn it up to full power, then we’re told how 

she reacts. (Hearing this, I trembled. This was already bad enough. Why did 

they need to add more?) I don’t think the question at the end is needed; if 

anything, that slightly takes away from the power of it. But I think Allison could 

possibly get away without any of that – we can imagine how the character is 

feeling. It’s already been established that she’s in a great deal of pain, and 

presumably turning whatever it is happening up to full power is going to cause 

more pain.  

Again, I think this is a case of letting the reader have it in their head, because 

that could be more powerful and more scary and more horrible than having 

things laid out on the page like this. But again, it’s a stylistic choice. It may be 

the case that Allison likes it how it is. 

Also with this sentence, at this point, what has been a present tense narrative 

– every part of me is screaming for release, not every part of me was screaming 

for release – has become a past tense narrative. Hearing this I trembled – past 

tense. This was already bad enough – past tense, rather than this is already 

bad enough. 

Present vs Past Tense 

Either tense could work for this short story. The present tense can be a good 

one for short pieces. It can sometimes be a bit much for a novel – and the past 
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tense is what we’d consider the natural storytelling tense – but present tense 

can be more literary, it can be more immediate, and that is completely a 

stylistic choice. I personally don’t see any reason why the story couldn’t work 

well in either the present or the past tense. Having it in the present tense is 

working quite well here, because you’re thrown right into the middle of this 

situation as a reader – and when a story’s in present tense, with a first person 

narrator, we don’t necessarily know they survive. If it’s past tense and a first 

person narrator, we can assume they survive beyond the scene in progress! 

What you don’t want to do as a writer is mix the present and past tense 

without being very conscious of what you’re doing and why you’re doing it. 

For me, there wasn’t sufficient reason for this jump into the past tense, and 

the story mostly continues in past tense with some lapses back into present. 

It’s a really easy thing to do when you’re drafting – I’ve seen this in so many 

writers’ work and I’m sure I do it myself when I’m not paying enough 

attention! It’s just one of those things that, when you edit, you need to watch 

out for whether you’ve accidentally shifted tense. It’s particularly the case that 

when you’re revising, it’s easy to accidentally revise something in the wrong 

tense, especially if you’ve got chunks of the novel in the present and chunks in 

the past tense. 

I just stick to past tense for everything because I’m lazy and I like to keep it as 

simple as I can – but there are plenty of reasons why you could use both 

within one work. You could have present day scenes in present tense and 

flashbacks in past tense. Or you could have a framing narrative in present 

tense at the very start and end of your novel or of your story, and have the 

middle going back into the past, so the whole of the middle is past tense. You 

could even alternate chapters with different viewpoints and different tenses – 

but you have to be quite sure of what you’re doing to make that work, and you 

need to be conscious of it, not doing it by accident. 

As I say, on the whole, I thought this was a really good short story. The main 

work to be done is perhaps just to cut down a little bit – and when we get 

dialogue in, it’s very powerful, so I’d like to see the dialogue come just slightly 

earlier in this and get some of the second paragraph cut. 
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It’s a really strong opening. You’re right there with the character, and having a 

character injured or in pain – whether that’s physical pain, like this, or 

emotional pain – can be a very powerful way to begin because you instantly 

get the reader on the side of that character and you have their sympathy. 

Your Next Steps 

So that’s all I wanted to cover in this month’s seminar and I want to just end 

with a few next steps for you, because I know it’s easy to just listen to the 

seminar and not do much, because I do that myself far too often with other 

people’s seminars! 

One thing you can do is download the worksheet. It’s got a summary of what 

I’ve gone through in the seminar, so if you’ve not taken your own notes, that’s 

absolutely fine – there are brief notes there of what I’ve covered. If you’ve 

taken your own notes, that’s brilliant, and it may be that you want to use the 

worksheet to expand on those or to check that you’ve managed to capture 

everything. 

There’s an exercise for you to try, relating to your own work-in-progress, if 

you’ve got something on the go, and there are links to further reading that will 

hopefully just give you some additional resources about revising and editing 

your work. 

Then, of course, we’ve got the Huddle forums and you’re very welcome to 

come by and discuss the seminar. If there’s a particular point that I didn’t 

make clearly enough, please do tell me, because I’m sure I haven’t managed to 

nail everything, and I’ll be very happy to expand on that in the forums. If 

there’s something you’d like to respond to or open up for discussion with other 

forum members, please do that as well. 

The forums are also a really good place to get your work critiqued. If you’ve got 

something that you’ve drafted and revised, and you feel that it’s in a pretty 

decent state, then that’s a good time to come by the forums and give us an 

excerpt (unless it’s a very short piece) to take a look at, so we can provide 

some feedback. This is particularly useful for opening scenes or the opening 

paragraphs of a short story, because those really need to pull their weight. 

http://www.writershuddle.com/seminars/june2013/
http://www.writershuddle.com/forums/
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Please don’t be shy about posting your work in the Huddle – members are 

really supportive but also very constructive and helpful in the feedback they 

give. 

I hope you found the seminar useful. I hope that, if you are at the revising or 

editing stage with your own fiction, it’s going well for you and that you can use 

some of these thoughts or ideas to strengthen what you’re already doing.  

I hope that if you’re working on at first draft, this has given you some 

confidence that everyone has stuff to fix when they get to the second draft, 

the third draft, the seventh draft, and so on – and also that it’s perhaps given 

you some ideas about things you want to be considering.  

Perhaps once you’re half-way through the first draft, you might want to take a 

little step back and ask yourself whether all the characters are working, do you 

have any plot holes, do you need to write yourself a Post-it note saying “fix all 

this stuff in chapters 1 – 10” so you can just go forward from here. It’s perfectly 

OK to do that, and it’s a better way to work than either going back to fix things 

all the time or ploughing on with a first draft when you know something really 

isn’t working. 

Best of luck with your writing or with your revising or editing, whatever 

you’re working on right now, and I hope to see you in the forums. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


