








more impact, for example, than the more literal appearances of  
  

The first apparition on page 18 feels a little uncertain. I was not sure how 
to read it. There are a number of reasons for this. The figures are not 
described in any detail. Are they contemporary figures or historic? If you 
have a look at The Lady in Black, the first sighting of the lady is tangible. 
She is ‘real.’ He sees her. The narrator describes her slightly old 
fashioned clothes in some detail. Enough to enable the reader to picture 
them too.  

What do you want the reader to take from this scene? Did Antonia see a 
contemporary couple   

Part of the reason it is slightly uneasy because if Antonia thought there 
were people there she would have heard them but she doesn’t. Yet mid 
scene, she hears a precise snap.  

One way to handle this scene would be to frame it in a more formal style. 
If it was written in a more detached way, cutting ‘she saw’ for example, it 
might give the scene more immediacy.    

As she turned the corner, she came upon the most unexpected scene.  
As she turned the corner, a most unexpected scene played out before her 
eyes. 

It is worth studying how other authors handle this type of transition. More 
importantly, you need to decide whether what Antonia sees is ‘real’ or not.  

When appears, I would recommend you describe him in more 
detail too. Presumably he is wearing  Antonia would 
have time to gain a fuller impression when she looks at the portrait in the 
dining room.  

As a general rule, I would suggest you cut references to imagination, real, 
apparition, ghost, etc. (e.g. p.81/p.93.) It is too self referential. There is no 
need to keep calling attention to the conceit you are aiming for.   

When we pick up a mystery thriller, we understand we are entering a 
particular type of world. Be sparing in your use of words like terrified, 
horror etc. They tend to have a flattening effect. Instead aim to terrify and 
horrify the reader by allowing them to imagine their way into the scenes 
themselves.  
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One aspect of this first spectacle on the stairs that works well is the 
aftermath. Antonia thinks she is imagining things because of her 
experience  She doubts what is in front of her eyes. This is 
very good characterisation. (It may be worth considering writing her 
thoughts in the third person, rather than the first.)    

Supernatural Paraphernalia 

I would recommend that you avoid the too literal aspects of supernatural 
paraphernalia, in particular,  

The power of suggestion is always going to be more effective. 
Just the idea of items of Antonia’s going missing and then the final 
revelation when she finds them, along with a lock of her hair, in 

 room might be be chilling enough.  

I would recommend reading The Loney by Andrew Michael Hurley for a 
powerful and resonant suggestion of witchcraft that builds up in subtle 
ways that are deeply unnerving.   

Historical Fiction 

The novel is set in 1956 which makes it a historic novel. I would 
recommend that you do more research into the period in terms of mores, 
attitudes etc.. (Often reading novels set at the same time can be very 
useful.)  

Two novels that are good on period atmosphere. The Little Stranger. 
Sarah Waters.  (Set in 1945) and The Outsider by Sadie Jones. (Set in 
1957.)  

The attitude of people to a woman who  
rings true but too often, Antonia’s attitude seems contemporary, both in 
her thoughts, her phrasing and her attitude towards   

Time Frame 

What time of year does the novel open in? When does it close? What time 
frame does it cover. Knowing this will help map out the passing of time.  

Grounding Detail 

You have a good solid first draft here. The plot, location and characters 
are in place. The next step is to develop the manuscript—to really bring 
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Overwriting 

In common with many early drafts, you are keeping too strong a grip on 
the narrative. You can afford to cut right back. (In an early draft, we are 
finding our way and need every detail. Once it is in place you can cut it 
back and allow more space for the reader to engage by interpreting the 
action for themselves.) There is too much interior monologue and 
rumination. You can cut back on this radically. Often what is not said can 
be just as effective.  

I would also recommend that you revise how you write about fear. Often 
you do not need to describe bodily reactions. There is an overuse of froze, 
real, imagination, breathe, terror, horror  

 You will find once you have established the territory of the 
novel, that you don’t need to keep telling the reader how Antonia feels. 
Instead allow them to fill in the blanks for themselves.  

Perspective 

You can afford to modulate the distance between character and voice, 
moving from her thoughts to a more detached, almost impartial 
description of her surroundings. 

Prose Style 

Your use of short sentences adds to the sense of tension, though there is 
a lot of repetition. Try reading passages aloud. Be wary of lapsing into a 
conversational tone. Stay within the period in terms of a level of formality 
in the use of language.   

In terms of repetition, often you can simply cut back, but at other times, 
you may need to find fresh ways of expressing variations on a theme. 
Read other novels consciously. Expand your vocabulary.  

I can see you have concentrated on plot. As you become more aware of 
prose style you can polish and refine accordingly.  

• Metaphors. The metaphor of  is used 
repeatedly. It may be worth thinking about how this metaphor might 
be expanded. The later mentions can be cut. For metaphors to be 
effective, they need to be used sparingly. 

• Clauses. You often use two phrases, where one would be stronger. 
See page 157.   
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Recommendations 

Before you think about a redraft, I would recommend that you take a step 
back and do some background work.  

• Produce a story outline.  
• Write a premise.  
• Write a page about Antonia. 
• Write a page about the house. 
•  
• Draw up a new story outline. 

Conclusion 

You have written a very promising manuscript with the potential to attract 
interest. You have also set yourself a number of challenges! I hope this 
appraisal will give you some insight into the current manuscript and what 
you might wish to aim for.  

Perhaps the key issue is what do you want to leave the reader with? If you 
think about it most successful novels linger in the mind for one reason or 
another. If you are not careful, your ending could be read  

 This would effectively undo all the work of creating the 
reality of the world you have created.  

If  it does rather throw the whole premise into 
question. From the reader’s point of view, this feels unsatisfactory. Is this 
just a story about a young woman who  If on the other 
hand,  this raises a number of questions and 
possibilities.    

I realise that this assessment throws up more questions than it answers 
but writing successful fiction is a challenge. That is part of the joy of it. You 
are attempting something really quite ambitious here. Take it one step at a 
time. You have a bold vision here, and one with substance and potential. 
Take it one step at a time. I am sure that the answers will come to you.   

I wish you the best of luck with it.  

Best wishes 
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Marion Urch 
Adventures in Fiction © 

Follow-Up and Feedback 

We will be happy to answer any questions on points of clarity and 
welcome your comments. Once you have had time to absorb the contents 
of this appraisal we would appreciate your feedback as it allows us to 
constantly improve and update our services. What aspects of this 
appraisal did you find helpful? Were any aspects unhelpful? How could it 
have been improved? We value your opinion.  
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