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EXTRACT FROM THE BOOK

2.2  SOME DEFINITIONS

PLOT - The dictionary defines plot as ‘the story or plan of a play, novel, etc.’ This seems a simple and reasonable definition for our purposes.

I know a lot of authors, some of them very famous indeed. They all work differently. For some of them, a ‘plan’ may be merely one paragraph describing the setup, ie how the story begins. Some write a two-page summary, others a ten-page summary/outline. Others do a story board, with each scene summarised on a piece of card, which can be moved around a pin board. A few do a huge plan, about 100 pages long before they write the novel.

Their readers don’t care how they wrote the story, just that they did it.

This gives you a lot of latitude as a writer. But how will you know your best way of working unless you try different ways?
EDIT - There are three dictionary definitions I like to refer to, which seem helpful:

i.   to prepare (text) for publication by checking and improving its accuracy, clarity, etc 

ii.  to prepare a film, tape, etc by rearrangement or selection of material

iii. to remove, as from a manuscript or film

To me, all three activities apply to editing. 
I’d add another thing to think about: at the writing stage, editing should focus on improving the story and the individual scenes, not just tiddling with words. It’s the story that sells the book, after all.
If you have other definitions of plotting and editing which you find useful, keep them in mind as you read this book.

2.3  PLOTTING AND EDITING COMPARED

Plotting and editing may at first seem to be at different ends of the process of writing a novel or a short story. Plotting is what happens before you start stringing the words together, isn’t it? It means working out what the story is going to be about. And editing is what you do after you’ve finished writing the story in order to polish up your work, isn’t it?

Well, maybe the differences are not quite so clearly defined when you get down to it. The initial plot is rarely set in concrete, and the sub-plots and minor events even less so. Most writers edit as they go, as well as after they’ve finished - re-reading this, extending that, correcting something else en route. 
It isn’t uncommon for a writer (especially of longer books) to think of a new minor thread for the plot after the first draft is finished, or to insert a new scene when rewriting. I do this all the time. I may find a ‘flat spot’ that needs livening up when I’m reading through what I’ve written. So I add something to inject a bit more excitement, life, emotion - whatever is needed. 
2.4  DON’T ASK THE IMPOSSIBLE OF YOURSELF!

You’re a writer - but no one is perfect, so don’t expect the impossible of yourself. The saddest wannabe (ie someone who wants to be a writer) I ever met in all my years of running writers’ workshops was a person who felt that until he could get the first chapter absolutely right, he simply could not continue writing the rest of the book. And he couldn’t be persuaded differently. 
I did try! The whole class sided with me on that. He wasn’t a bad writer, but I doubt he’ll ever get a novel finished, because no book or story can ever be perfect - not even when it’s published, let alone while it’s only partly written. 

To me, that lack of initial perfection is one of the delights of writing. You can always improve on what you’ve written. That’s where the twin skills of plotting and editing come in. So don’t expect miracles - instead, expect to produce a rough first draft in which the story ‘works’, then to polish it until it’s good enough to submit to a publisher. 
And if your work is accepted for publication, an editor will help you to improve it still further. So just enjoy and relish each stage of the task.

