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Dear (author):

First let me say how much I appreciate your manuscript.  You have compiled a beautiful and yet difficult story of perseverance and discernment and the chaos that can ensue if neither element is firmly in place in a person’s life.  You have a life of experiences and adventures that can translate into lessons to be taught to others.  You very definitely have a strong presence on the page; one that is likeable and endearing.  Ultimately, I love what you have here.
That being said, there are some areas of concern. Writers are always afraid of the red pen!  Especially when there is a lot, like there is here.  My goal for your manuscript, first and foremost, is that it will be able to stand on its own legs when it leaves your nest.  I want your words to be able to penetrate the reader in such a way that will help them hear the messages you are trying to convey.  For that to be accomplished, we must use proper technique. In the paragraphs that follow, I have determined problem areas in your manuscript that need to be addressed, but ultimately, please keep in mind that my comments have no direct reflection on you as a person.  I am not evaluating your skill level as a writer.  This evaluation and critique is about the page and the page only.  It is about the manuscript using proper technique so that it can be successful on its own merits.
That being said, let’s get started.

What You Have:  You have written a story that is part autobiographical, part didactic, and part business.  The story spans some sixty years, highlighting the most fantastical parts of your life.
The Title:  Ultimately the manuscript should support the title.  After reading through your whole book, I do not feel this is a good title; the manuscript does not support the title.  Here is the reason:  Unknowingly, you have written in three different genres.  One of them is business; however you do not mention what your business is. After reading and reading, it was not clear to me at the end what exactly it is that you do.  I think you have clients but other than that, I’m not sure if you are coaching people in Eastern Philosophy, or if you are renovating spaces, or what. It wasn’t clear.  A business book would be strictly about your business.  Christine’s book about putting Soul in Your Business… is an excellent example.  You might get a copy if you don’t already have one to check out the structure and substance.
What you have to understand is that with the current title, people will pick up this book thinking they will learn something about business.  What they get is a book about your life’s journey.  Essentially you have three books here, one about your life, a few pages with some general information that is loosely about business, and some general information about Eastern Philosophy.  I believe that the people you are handing this book to will be much more fascinated and touched (and ultimately more informed) if you just stick to your life story.
Action Plan:  Change the title to something that reflects what the book is.  Remember, you will need to market this book once it is (self) published so the title should be something that will speak to your intended audience.  It should tell them what to expect, something about your life’s journey.
The Genre:  I would strongly suggest that you write this book as Creative Non-Fiction about your life journey, only. I would drop the business part and make this into a memoir or autobiography.  Fiction, obviously, is make-believe but it employs elements such as scene, setting, character, narrative voice, etc.  Non-Fiction is based in fact and may or may not employ the elements of fiction (a manual would not; a memoir would).  Creative Non-Fiction combines the two genres.  It is a true story that uses character, scene, setting, etc.  You have done this already in many areas such as the mental hospital, the campground, Miami, etc.  The many wonderfully written pages that are your most successful and most interesting are written in the Creative Non-Fiction genre.  Chapter 15 is a good example of this, as well as Chapter 20.  This is the heart of who you are and the heart of your story.
I would not write this as a business book, per se, because it does not act, or talk, like a business book.  You need to pick your genre because they all behave differently.  In a nut shell, if you want to teach people about their business, and how to use their journey as a way to find their niche in business, then the book has to be about business; you have to give them a formula which would totally eliminate the need for the autobiographical story.  I have to be honest here: the most un-interesting parts of your book were the parts about business.  I will show you at the end how to tell your story and merge it with your business but, in general, this really is not a business book because it isn’t about formulas, it isn’t about marketing, or accounting, or finding a support team, or board of directors, or entrepreneurs even though you say they are your target market.  More on this later but for now, this just isn’t a business book. However, you can convey the exact same message and still help people learn from your mistakes in a different format and still accomplish the same goal.
Also, there are many sections about Eastern Philosophy.  Again, this is a different genre.  There are many books on the market that teach Eastern Philosophy.  If you want to teach the tenants of this, then you have to stick strictly to this theme.  You have to follow the rules of the genre of Eastern Philosophy.  I don’t believe that this was your goal, so I will show you in the manuscript how to talk about what you learned but do it in a way that sticks with the genre of Autobiography, Creative Non-Fiction.

Action Plan:  Pick one genre, one topic, and stick with it.  I suggest Autobiography.  Find out the rules of this genre.  Find other books on this shelf and look at their structure.  Read them to see how they operate.
Thesis:  I couldn’t find one.  I kept asking myself over and over, what’s the point here?  Why am I being told this?  At the end you said that your book was about persistence.  The way it is currently written, I’m not sure about this.  I saw themes of rejection, of denial, of abandonment, insecurity, lack of boundaries, lack of discernment, lack of validation, lack of self worth, lack of emotion.  Your story is so rich with contradictions; this is actually a very, very good thing, especially for Creative Non-Fiction.  What you have done, unknowingly, is create a complex character full of contradiction:  emotion, lack of emotion, guilt, no guilt, security, insecurity, showing that you are smart and then saying you are not smart, etc. etc.    This is really good stuff!  However, there is a catch.  It needs to be structured so that the reader can follow along.  We want to cry with you, laugh with you, hit the wall with you, grow with you.  If you are all over the map, the reader gets very, very frustrated and won’t finish reading.  You have to pick a theme and stick with it.  The thread that I see going through this whole thing is that of wanting to be loved, wanting to be validated, wanting to be worthy of affection and time.
Action Plan:  Pick a theme other than business.  Make an outline.  Put your thesis at the top.  If you want to stick with persistence you can, but then each chapter and each paragraph must support this thesis.  You can’t meander all over the place.  Telling me in detail about the different school teachers you had does not support the thesis of persistence; but it does support the theme of validation and being able to be smart when you say you aren’t.  The tenants of Eastern Philosophy do not support the thesis of persistence.  Make sure everything you write directly supports your thesis.  Don’t say things like, ‘this is interesting so I have to tell you this.’  I don’t care how interesting it is; if it doesn’t support persistence, it doesn’t belong.  I will make an outline in your manuscript to show you.

Structure:  According to the last section of your book, you are not a fan of all things linear, but, as the bearer of bad news, I need to say that this story must be told in a linear fashion.  I don’t see any way around this.  Now, there are areas where you can carefully jump in and give some 20\20 hindsight, but for the most part you really need to start from the beginning.  Here is the reason:  You have obviously grown through this experience.  The reader wants, and needs, to grow with you.  This is part of what it means to follow the rules of the genre.  When using character, which you have (you are the character), the character needs to go through a series of conflicts (which you do) and then grow and learn from them as you move along through the pages (which you also do).  If your stories are all disjointed and skipping back and forth, not only can we not follow you but we don’t learn anything and we can’t grow with you.  It actually has the opposite effect, which is an unreliable narrator.
An unreliable narrator is a narrator who cannot see what the reader can see.  Forrest Gump is a great example of this.  He moves through life but does not understand some of the things going on around him.  It is obvious to the viewer that he is missing the boat but it is not obvious to him.  For example, in earlier chapters you say that you either got awards or F’s in school.  You say that in junior high school you taught people how to write and read poetry in front of an audience.  You say that you bought and sold land, remodeled houses, worked with buyers and sellers and yet in later chapters, when you were in Miami, you say you had no marketable skills so you drove a taxi cab.  When I read that, I saw what you could not see; that you are extremely intelligent but you don’t believe in yourself.  This is an unreliable narrator.  It causes us to not be able to trust your words because it shows you are not giving an accurate picture of the story.  We know more than you do.  I think part of the problem is that because the story isn’t being told in a linear fashion, it sets you as the writer up for inconsistent thoughts.  In other words, if on one page you say you taught poetry and then the next page you had no skills, it sounds as if you are talking out of both sides of your mouth.  In reality, if the story is in linear fashion, you could say that you felt so down-trodden from you two divorces that you forgot your earlier self.  You were so devastated that all you could think about was survival, minute by minute, and so in your bleak situation you decided to drive a cab.  It wasn’t because you weren’t smart, it was because you were in the throws of depression.
I would not take this conflict out of the story, because it makes for a great story.  But to correct this, I would couch it differently.  I would say something like, “When I got to Miami I was so confused and so broken that I believed I had no skills, nothing of value to offer an employer.  But I needed money, so I drove a cab.  This is what broken people do.  We drive aimlessly around cities, picking up people who know where they are going and deliver them.  But we cannot deliver ourselves.”  See how that works?  You are telling the same thing but now you are telling us in a way that is believable and not betraying your own words. 
Because the structure is not linear, because everything is so disjointed, it caused much more confusion and unreliability than necessary.  I’m guessing you wrote it this way because when you started with your Teacher, you weren’t sure where to start unpacking so each piece of you was brought out and worked on in lessons pertinent to the day.  In other words, I don’t think you went in to your Teacher, told him your entire story, and then worked on your broken parts in a linear fashion as they happened in your life.  I think you probably addressed different lessons learned and this might have entailed a lesson from childhood, like learning to walk the street at 8 by yourself and then getting robbed on your way from the grocery 30 years later.  I can see how these two are related lessons, and that is fine when you are with your Teacher but readers cannot handle this.  You will have to dissemble and reassemble your story into something we can follow.
Don’t underestimate your readers!  They are smart and quite capable of seeing patterns, putting together pieces, and ultimately ‘getting it’ without you telling them what they are supposed to get.  They will learn the lessons without you saying, ‘here is the lesson.’  Remember when you were sitting with your Teacher and the male student asked the Teacher what was the one thing he could do to pull all the teaching together and the Teacher told him to get rid of all his junk?  Clean out his yard, garage, house, give it all away to Goodwill and the guy left and never came back?  Do you remember how you felt hearing that information?  The student did not have to turn to you and say, “Okay, here is the lesson.  Are you taking notes?”  You saw yourself in his story because you were ready to hear it.  The light bulb went on and no-one had to tell you that there was a lesson coming.  Let your readers see themselves in your story and let them come to their own conclusions. Don’t beat them over the head.
Action Plan:  I re-organized your entire story into a linear structure.  Start from the beginning and work your way through so we can follow.

Content:  You seem to have chosen the most fantastical parts of your life for the story.  This is also a little suspect.  There is a lack of emotion, something Steven accused you of.  You give the highlights of your life very matter-of-fact.  I think the parts that are the most interesting are the parts that did not make it to the page.  As I attempted to re-arrange your story, I highlighted the parts where we need more explanation.  I asked questions to give you prompts and get you thinking about what is going on in that section.  I also added sentences of my own to create bridges to disjointed thoughts.  Your best work, by far, is when you are the most humble and most transparent, as in Chapter 20.
After your story is re-constructed, you can wrap it up beautifully in the end chapters to show how you have come full circle in what you are doing now, whatever that is.  You can show how all your life experiences are being used for the benefit of yourself and others as a business.  It will give the reader a blueprint and encouragement to see how they can do the same.

Action Plan:  Get the book, “The Courage to Write,” by Ralph Keyes.  This entire book deals with “page fright.”  It is about overcoming fear as we write.  It is excellent and will benefit you greatly.  Then, go back to your story and give more details.  Fill in the blanks.

Character:  You have created a wonderful character here.  She (you) is complex, full of life and adventure.  But, she is also lacking in information.  I could not get a real sense of who you are until the very end and this was frustrating.  This also caused the feeling of the unreliable narrator.  I felt as I read that you were holding back in some areas, that I wasn’t getting the full story. Therefore, I only know what you tell me, which isn’t very much.  The parts that are there are very likeable.  I like you as a character.  There were several places that were real page turners.  But I need to know more about you.  I need to see some of the outfits you wore.  I need some references to time; what year are we in?  You mentioned that when you were in the 9th grade, WWII was just winding down.  Does this mean that you are around 78 years of age?  I just could not get a sense of who you are.  As I re-arranged your manuscript, I inserted places where you can develop your character on the page a little more.  The reader wants to connect to you; we want to cheer you on.  It is hard to walk with you on your journey if we are not sure who we are walking with.
Narrative Voice:  You have done a great job of keeping the narrative voice consistent. There are a few areas where you might get yourself in trouble but for the most part you have done an excellent job.  One specific example I can think of is when you lived in Costa Rica as a child.  You mentioned how your Dad got into a fight in the jungle and someone slashed his back open with a machete’.  He then was brought to a jungle doctor who stuck his dirty hands through the gash in your dad’s back to massage his heart back to life.  You might want to focalize this tale through the eyes of a child but narrate through the eyes of an adult with 20/20 hindsight.  In other words, mention your eyes widening at being given this information as a child but then as an adult, you can question the validity of the story.  But again, you stay consistent as you tell the story from the perspective of hindsight.  It is always good to be consistent.  

(Author):  There are more detailed comments in the manuscript itself.  As you go through the pages, please read all the comments on the right side of the page.  I did the editing in Word and all of my work should be in colors, green and purple.  Ultimately I think this will be a very successful book once we get some of the kinks worked out. You have a lot of work ahead of you, filling in blanks, but as with everything else you have accomplished in your life, I know you will succeed and persevere with this as well.  It was most enjoyable to work on your book.  I wish you all the best as you find your strength in the words on the page.  I can’t wait to read the final copy!

Gracefully,

Tara Schiro, Editor

Write with Grace

www.writewithgrace.com
Tara@writewithgrace.com
661-284-2517

Sample Outline:  Business

Theme/Thesis:  Life and Business
I. What is Your Life Experience, your story?  

a. Parent’s Divorce

i. Tell story

b. Army Brat

i. Tell story

c. Left to fend for self at early age

i. Tell story

II. What Skills did you acquire as a result of these experiences?

a. Parent’s Divorce

i. Dealing with conflict

b. Army Brat

i. Prove self over and over to new groups of friends

c. Left to Fend for self at early age

i. Trust no one, be self sufficient

III. How do these skills transfer to starting own business?
a. Dealing with conflict

i. Not phased by initial hard work of opening business

b. Prove self over and over to new groups of friends
i. Prove to clients, investors, allies, that you can be successful at this

c. Left to fend for self at early age

i. Self starter, self sufficient, independent

IV. How can your experiences be a detriment to being an entrepreneur, starting business?

a. Dealing with conflict

i. Always in defense mode, not open to hearing conflicting ideas

b. Prove self over and over again to new groups of friends

i. No stable background, take flight as soon as difficulty arises

c. Left to fend for self at early age

i. Not willing to ask for help, does not respect authority

(Author):  Do you see how this outline is working?  Every topic goes right back to the thesis of applying your journey to your business.  Every chapter, every paragraph of every chapter, must directly support your thesis.  When you do an outline in the beginning, it helps you to stay on track so that you don’t meander all over the place.  The Roman numerals are the main ideas that become chapter titles.  Everything under the numerals becomes paragraphs that support the chapter title.

Sample Outline:  Eastern Philosophy

(This outline is a stretch here because I know very little about this subject but hopefully you will get the idea that every chapter, every paragraph of every chapter, needs to point directly back to the theme.)
Theme/Thesis:  Turning Your Knowledge of Eastern Philosophy into a successful business; The Power of Zen in Business
I. What is your training?

a. Buddhism

i. Path to enlightenment

ii. 8 fold path

b. Hindu

c. Teacher

i. Let go of limiting beliefs

II. What techniques would be transferable to business?

a. Meditation

b. Clearing out clutter

c. Silence

III. How would you apply what you learned to your clients’ needs?

a. Concentrate thinking towards goals
b. Teach them to make their work space clutter free

c. It is good to be quiet
IV. What limitations can we get rid of using Zen?

a. Thinking, breathing, living in a box

b. Conforming behaviors

c. Leaving corporate world behind

V. What benefits can we use in business?

a. Creativity

b. Entrepreneurship

c. Free flow
