
We've approached this as a heavy edit for a new writer, so there is greater than average explanation of concepts and ideas as well as suggestions for improvement.  We try to structure our comments to match your level of expertise, whether you're a beginner or a more experienced writer. 

The text is an a writer's first story, used with permission and reproduced here in full, including spelling and punctuation errors.

We start with a Summary of our response, and then move on to a detailed edit of the text.

The text file includes comments embedded in the text, and shows you any changes to the text that we've made as suggestions.  You will have the ability to accept or reject any of these changes by using the MS Word "Track Changes" toolbar.  This gives you complete control over the edits. 

HOW TO USE THIS FILE

1) Read the Summary.

2) if your "Track Changes" toolbar is not showing, select "Track Changes" from the "Tools" drop-down menu.

3) Check the drop-down box in the Track Changes Toolbar.  It will show one of the following selections:

a. Final Showing Markup

b. Final

c. Original Showing Markup

d. Original

4) Select "Original" view.

5) Read the story.

6) Then select the "Original Showing Markup" view.  You'll see the edited version of the file with all changes and comments.

PLEASE CONTACT US IF YOU NEED HELP REVEALING THE EDITS.

SUMMARY of "Tilting Windmills"
The strengths of this text are in its focus on a character in crisis who pays a high price for getting what she wants, and a lovely ending image that is a great destination for the story.

You have some moments of clear, solid writing with a unique author's voice and perspective. 

However, this isn't working as a story right now.  It has significant weaknesses that I see as writing skill issues, not simply issues particular to this story.

Here are some of the key weak areas.  These are all skills you can work on.  Every writer has to learn them.

Your protagonist is a cipher.

I'm going to call her "Mary," since you haven't given her a name or specified her age or gender.  I don't have any personal sense of her at all -- no background or personal history (apart from a non-specific failed relationship with Dave); no specific sense of the dreams she talks of having taken away; no sense of how desperation, loss, fear or resolve manifests in her.  I get a lot of information about what Mary does and thinks in this story: I get no chance as a reader to experience any important moment with her.

Most importantly, Mary doesn't change in any fundamental way over the course of the story.  Change is what story is about: a character encounters a situation that forces her to make a choice whether to change, and to suffer the consequences of that choice (whatever the choice is).

Using "I" language isn't enough to guarantee that the character becomes "personal" for the reader.  I encourage you to watch our editcasts/read our posts on first person writing, as well as reading some of the article links on our Resources page (such as Tara Harper's post on Points of View).

You may want to consider recasting this story in the third person, so you can more easily describe Mary and put her in context of a wider world.  But the story can also work in first person, and I've approached the edit that way.

Your story has no real plot or conflict.

Mary doesn't get (or doesn't take) the chance to fight for her job; and once she's made the decision to steal the ship, everything seems very easy for her (including that decision).

Effective story takes characters through a series of challenges: success, failure, reversal, struggle...  We need to see Mary fighting, losing and eventually winning.  The stakes are high in the story -- her life -- so why is the work so emotionally and logistically easy?

Your story has no dialogue.

It reads like a monologue; and unless a human being is on stage "living" the text, monologue doesn't work as storytelling.  We need you as the writer to make the story come alive by dramatizing it through your words.

Show us what happens.  Let us experience the key moments of loss, desperation, hope, and triumph with Mary.  You do that by playing out the scenes with action, dialogue, and detailed description of what happens and how Mary feels about it.  Don't cheat us of the chance to be right inside her skin for the key events.  

No wider world/context for the story.

I get no sense of the world outside Mary's obsession with space.  I have no sense of where she lives, whether she has any friends or family, whether she is a workaholic or has a balanced life, where she "comes from" in terms of personal history or emotional background, etc.  You need to place Mary in a wider context so that we better understand her responses to the world, and the choices she makes.
Specific details and emotional word choice.

One essential way to build a character and her world is to choose specific details.  Most of your choices are generic ("Space Administration," "master computer," and so on).  This shows that you haven't done the work of thinking things through, of visualizing them in such detail that you can then pick a few key details and paint the picture for us.  Take that time; imagine Mary, her office, her home, her car, her life.  It's not that we need all those details as readers: it's that if you aren't imagining your character sufficiently, there's no way you can make her imagine us either.

Specific details help you avoid a "paint by numbers" story with clichéd settings or characters.  

Specific details also often help you build larger metaphor arcs within your story.  See the use of "hot" metaphors that I've suggested in the edit, and how they tie into the "comet" ending as an overarching metaphor.

Also, find ways for Mary to describe things that show us how she's feeling.  Words have emotional as well as factual meaning, and as readers we pick up on both.  When your tone or word choice is flat, or contradictory, we either disengage or become very confused.

Opening

The beginning of any story is very important--it's where you set all sorts of expectations with the reader about the journey ahead.  In a character-based story like this, the character absolutely must hook us immediately--we must find ourselves inside a living, breathing, potentially interesting person from the first word.

Your prologue approach isn't working for me for this reason.  It's distancing.  It removes any sense of mystery from the journey we're about to take.  It sets up your character as pedantic and dry, when in fact the choice she makes by the end shows she's not like that at all.  And the information in the prologue is not at all important to the story's beginning.  I suggest you cut it completely, and let us start with Mary about to lose her job.  It's much more immediate and engaging.

Overall

I've noted some of your stronger images/word choices that I think you should keep if you can.  You've got a poetic streak: use it to your advantage but don't let it take the place of doing the work of imagining each specific moment of the story.

I like the ending image, and think it's strong enough to build a story around: but in order to make that happen, you're going to have to essentially scoop out the guts of this story and re-imagine it much more richly in terms of character, world and plot.  Break it into scenes, and imagine the scenes.  Write them with dialogue, action, description and emotional immediacy.
Tilting Windmills

[I suggest you cut this entire opening -- see explanation in Summary.  However, I've made smaller edit suggestions within this opening if you decide to keep it.] 
I was almost old
.  I almost went crazy
.  And I did something about it, no almost there.  You see, it's not difficult to hijack a space flight.  It's the decision that's difficult
.  And it's not tough to decide if you really have nothing to lose.
Those of you who think I'm certifiable, don't bother with this because I have nothing to say to you.  And if that hurts your feelings, go talk to my shrink 
-- you ought to get along wonderfully
.  Speaking of which: if this record should survive its first audience, which isn't likely given existing circumstances, please show it to Dr. Farnsworth at Space Administration.  In his own way (and he will hate this), the good doctor is responsible for this greatest escape, this grandest larceny of mine
.

But it is so much more than that.  Surely some of you will understand -- you technological don Quixotes 
who hide your dreams of solitude and stars 
under your breast pocket.  It is to you I speak, to tell you this
: it is a thing worth being desperate for.

#


Florida
 is hot: I sweated at Kennedy Space Center for almost twenty years as a navigation systems engineer, and I made every one of my shuttles fly true. . I thought I'd be doing it for another twenty years
.



And
 then Dave Hughes came over from Human Resources to see me 
. I scandalized the department by calling an SA demigod 'Dave,' which I did because we had been contracted
 once many moons since
.  He called me 'Assistant' for the same reason
, which gives some indication of why the arrangement hadn't worked out.  As
 soon as he walked in, I knew there was something wrong and I wasn't going to like it.  There was, and I wasn't.  He put it to me in words of one syllable to make sure I understood: the baby boom; the new crop of programmers; SA's recent policy statement on mandatory twenty-year retirement
; no exceptions. And he said he was sorry, and I believed him because he looked again like he had all those years ago when we were young.  

#

That was when I started seeing Dr. Farnsworth, per orders of the SA higher-ups who I guess thought I might torch the place in a fit of discontent
.  I found out that there is nothing a government shrink hates more than not being taken seriously -- but how could I take seriously anyone who looked like a myopic owl
?  He wrote down everything , and I helped out by offering to spell the big words
.  So he had me spell uncooperative
..

Dr. Farnsworth did not understand about being almost old
.  He did not understand about desperation
 that can no longer afford to be quiet.  He did not understand why the alternative lifestyles he recommended to me were slow forms of suicide at best.  And so, not understanding, he recommended that I be retired early, for my own peace of mind, immediately upon completion of my current project.  Next to uncooperative, that was his final word
.

He said that when the Sojourner mission left, so did I. And ultimately that was the only advice of his that I ever followed.

#

It was really very easy to do
, since I was still (technically) acting Supervisor of Programming.  I knew that Main Office kept tabs on me, and checked out all my official programs behind my back, but the one thing they couldn't check was my dealings with MILO.  MILO is the master computer at SA and he was geared for privacy and efficiency.  I set up program storage in MILO with a coded privacy block and noted the storage address (only) in the log, as per regulations.  Then I set up an unregistered storage address, doubled the privacy with code and voice, and linked the programs so that if SA ever broke privacy on the registered program MILO would instantly transfer all data to the backup address while simultaneously wiping the initial data and the program linkage.  Not that I expected any SA interference -- I didn't think they were on to me.  I hadn't made the mistake of becoming suddenly tractable -- I stayed my stiff-necked self and let them remain convinced that I was rude but harmless.

MILO and I stayed busy.  With a little reassurance and some quick doubletalk
, I persuaded MILO to give me all the programs I needed to reroute Sojourner from Luna to a Venus flyby and points east, as it were.  MILO also provided me with programs overriding all SA Earthside navigation and destruct control over Sojourner.  I coded all the programs into storage and let them sit for a few days, just to see if SA was concerned enough about me to find out what I was up to.


#

And apparently, they aren't, because no one has ever questioned the time I spend closeted with MILO.  The programs themselves took only a few hours: the rest of the time I have talked to MILO and he has listened
, his brain humming and his lights winking in the semitwilight of this room.  I have told him with my own words, in my own voice, what it is to be denied all dreams
, and how it makes one less than human, a husk, a socially acceptable zombie in a world of pretenders to vision.  I have told it all to MILO, and he has done what no human would; he has accepted and promised to remember.

Very shortly now the lone passenger of Sojourner will walk into this room, suited up and ready to go, lacking only the final program key which only the Supervisor can give him.  And when a lone astronaut leaves this room, suited up and ready to go, who will question her right to climb aboard Sojourner and set sail?  They will see what they expect to see -- and I will see what I have always yearned to
. When I implement the programs MILO has given me, there will be only me and the ship and the splendid solitude.  I will carry with me only a notebook and a small pharmaceutical bottle. The notebook will keep me company until my rations run out, and then I have my sleepy pills for final sustenance
.  But before I close my eyes, I'll implement the final program -- the one that MILO and I designed after I poured my heart out to him in that darkened room.  I don't want anyone like Farnsworth to ever get his hands on me again, dead or alive.  I will not be tarnished.  So I have arranged my funeral and my own commemoration.

As you look up into the black eye of the universe in months to come, the comet you see will be me
.
� Age isn't fully developed as an issue for Mary throughout the story.  If it's not a primary issue/fear, it shouldn't be the first thing we learn about her..  


� We never see this happen.  How does it manifest?


�Don't repeat distinctive words close together, especially not in the same paragraph. Unless it's a deliberate choice to establish Mary's voice, it bumps the reader subconsciously.


�Tone problem -- a more natural "voice" would speak less formally, unless you are delibately establishing Mary as very formal/"old".  That's  viable choice, although more potentially distancing for the reader, so be careful.  





Also, regardless of your choice, you need to do a much better job of making the voice consistent throughout.  For example: "communicate with" is formal, but shrink" is not -- it makes it hard for me to get a sense of shoe Mary really is. 


S�ee previous comment.  I recommend "fine" or "great" or some other more natural expression, unless you are going for a very formal tone.


�This is what I call a "writerly" construction.  Suddenly Mary is in a flight of literary fancy, which jars with her previous formal-but-plain tone.


�Same note as previous re: "writerly" -- I get the sense this is much more the author talking than the character.  If you want Mary to use literary references, she has to do it all the way through the story.  


�Nice phrase, and the most evocative character-revealing words yet, our first good clue to what lies in Mary's heart.  If you cut the opening, find a place for them elsewhere. 


�This kind of construction is quite old-fashioned and sets a tone of distance and formality that I think works against the heart of the character and the story; unless you choose to have the character be formal/old-fashioned in how she presents herself to others, but informal/wild/impulsive on the inside.  


And then have her be aware of, and struggle with, wanting to be able to show the world who she really is on the inside.





This inner/outer divide is one of the great overarching themes in human storytelling, and is certainly a good one, but if this is your intent then you need to make sure everything in the story reflects/supports this, moves it forward.  And you need to give the character conflict about it.


�See previous comment re: old-fashioned construction, and very distancing.  In a first-person voice, you don't need to tell us that you're going to tell us what happened.  Just start the story. 


�I would start the story here.


�See Summary.  I won't rewrite all your text for you -- and this is just a suggestion -- but I want you to see the power of choosing specific details and using emotionally-based language to reveal Mary's character little by little.  ��Whatever emotional language/metaphors you establish up front are important -- make sure you use similar metaphors at key points throughout the story to create a "metaphor arc" that helps keep the reader grounded in Mary's character.


�We don't need O. Johnson: he doesn't advance the story or reveal anything new about Mary.  And since we find out later that there's a retirement policy, we don't need the plot point of her applying for his job.  Be as direct with the plot as you can, and when you include personal details, make them count.  It's great for Mary to have a friendly relationship (or any kind of relationship) with someone -- but if they disappear after one sentence, it doesn't really add anything to the story.


�This "and then" transition sets up some tension -- it implies a reversal is coming.


�Cliche


�SF cliché.  What were they really?  Lovers? Married?  Be plain and use emotional language.


�Cliche


�This construction (I called him Dave, he called me by my title) is great.  Lovely way to give us some background on the relationship. Just make sure it's in Mary's voice.


�Consider SHOWING us this entire scene rather than telling it.  Use dialogue and take some time with it -- let Mary show us a little of her passion for her job and her fear of losing it.  "Helping people go to the stars" isn't really a compelling reason, and we get no sense that she thinks she has a real chance of going to space herself.  If she does have a chance, lay it our for us so we understand the stakes for her!


�Consider refocusing as an economic downturn issue or a restructuring/downsizing issue if you want to be more timely. 


�You don't need this -- it's more of that "storyteller" voice.  If Mary leaves the scene feeling this kind of despair, SHOW US.


�Does Farnsworth need to be a govt doctor?  It seems odd that they would send her to a shrink rather than just laying her off.  Might work better if this conflict was with perhaps a new supervisor (of the restructuring) during a transition phase where Mary needs to help him understand her job so he can "restructure" it to other people.


�This kind of detail is good, but this one doesn't work as a metaphor.  Find a different image that is more in line with Mary's overall character.


�This feels much more like an authentic voice to me.


�Nice.  Don't need to over-explain it.


�I have to say that I'm not really getting it either.  You need to spend much more time establishing the psychology of this, and how it affects Mary's current situation, if you want us to buy it.


�See previous comment.  What desperation?


�Don't think you need the extra push -- it works more smoothly if her layoff deadline is  approaching, or something equally simple.


�No!  We need more conflict in this story.  If everything is this easy for Mary, where's the struggle?  Where's the sense of reversal or triumph?  You should be making it as hard for her to get what she wants as possible.  That's the heart of story.





The story has not had much meat before, but this is the point where it pretty much breaks down completely.  The writing is rushed and flat.  The plot development is generic, unbelievable and provides no conflict, no tension, no sense of character -- it's just as series of "and then this happened" statements until we reach the end.  





You can do better than this.


�Again, too easy.  If you're taking this route, at least make her fight for her success.


�Sorry, you won't be able to get away with any of this -- too generic.  You'll lose any reader who knows anything about systems.  This entire idea needs to be re-imagined and rewritten.


�Now this is interesting -- apart from Dave, it's the first "relationship" Mary has in the story.  Does she really not have any human friends to talk to?  If so, that is a huge aspect of character that we need to see reflected in her approach to this entire situation.





If she does have friends, let her talk to them.  Even working to get the cooperation of a programmer or IT person would be more believable, and give you more "story" to work with, than an interface with a computer.





Unless, of course, you're planning to set up MILO as something more than a mechanical device.  If MILO is "human" in some way, then he must become a character in the story, with his own personality and worldview.  


�This is a pretty radical statement: for this to work, we must see in detail what her specific dreams are, and we must experience their loss with her, in the immediate moment -- not through being "told" later that it happened. 


�We've had no sense of this in the story....


�Lots of tone issues here -- "pharmaceutical" vs. "slpeepy pills", etc.  Find Mary's voice.


�It's a lovely ending image, and could tie in nicely with metaphors of hear/flight if you choose to establish those in the beginning of the story.  





It's a nice ending to aim for: but we must reach it in a much more detailed, emotionally specific journey with Mary.  That's the only way it will feel like a triumph to us.  Right now, it just feels like a slightly-flat "cool" idea, with no real emotional power.  





