WRITERS’ DIVISION 
NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND

Critique of “El Coctel”

INTRODUCTION

1.  Although chapter 1 is not indicated, the material appears to be more than one chapter in the first 20 pages of a novel.  

2. This material was reviewed for format, writing mechanics, and general story quality/interest.  

FORMAT
When submitting your material to others,  be it for review, a contest, or whatever, it should be in a format suitable for publication.  That assumes the author is interested in publication, and isn’t just writing for their personal enjoyment.  Given that, the following comments are offered, based on a general accepted format for publication.  Before sending in material for publication or for a contest, the author should check the exact guidelines required for submitted material.  
1. There was no “chapter 1,” at the beginning of the submitted material, or any other such words/symbols to tell the reader that.  
2. The material is in landscape mode, not portrait mode.  That is an absolute no-no for submitting material for publication.  

3. The material is single spaced.  Material submitted for publication should, almost without exception, be double spaced.  

4. The font size in the material is 14.  In general, submitted material is expected to be size 12 font.  You would need to check the writers’ guidelines carefully before ever submitting material in size 14 font.  

5. The first paragraph is not indented and is size 12 font, that different from the rest of the submitted material.  It’s not clear if that was done for a reason or is just an oversight.  

WRITING MECHANICS
When submitting your material to others, it should be done in a style accepted as normal for prose in American English.  That includes sentence structure, paragraphing, punctuation of dialogue, etc.  Also, the material is expected to be free of such basic errors as typos, correct use of capitals, correct spacing between words, etc.  Based on that, the following comments are made about the submitted material.  
1.  One of the most significant problems with the submitted material is  the many, many  long, complicated sentences.  The first sentence in the first paragraph contains 131 words.  The first sentence in the second paragraph contains 55 words, and the similar sentence in the third paragraph has 100 words.  Such sentences are found throughout the work, and in general bog one down when reading.  Try for shorter, more digestible sentences.  
For example, the second paragraph on page 1 of the material (which is one paragraph made up of only one sentence -- not a particularly good style) reads:  

The dark haired Dutchman in the middle, Kiki, let the conversation swirl around him, lapping up our complimentary comments with ease, merely batting away the low-hanging branches with mild impatience that left us Surrounded by floating and  falling petals and fragrance as We  left the shaded street and crossed over to the sunny plaza.  

Here’s how the reviewer would rewrite that one-sentence paragraph, breaking it down into more manageable sentences:  

The dark haired Dutchman in the middle, Kiki, let the conversation swirl around him.  He lapped up our complimentary comments with ease, merely batting away the low-hanging branches with mild impatience , surrounding us with floating and falling petals and fragrance.  We then left the shaded street and crossed over to the sunny plaza.  

Not to belabor the point, but look at the sentence below from page 3, and see how you could break it into multiple sentences.  Note that the average sentence length in the paragraph rewritten above is 18 words, while the sentence below has 65 words.  

Incidentally, these two strangers at the head of the table were excessively handsome, both taller than I, or Kiki, the Scot as dark as his Spanish friend, dark eyed, you know the type, and now by design or not, these fellows could gaze on Deirdre with out staring while Kiki and I had to crane our necks to do this or look out the window.  

2.  More attention should be paid to the use of commas.  For example, a sentence on page 3 reads:  
“The conversation was easy if trivial as we all watched his tall figure’s aggressive progress through the sunny plaza still teeming with the usual assortment of humanity.”  
This would read better if commas were used like this:  
“The conversation was easy, if trivial, as we all watched his tall figure’s aggressive progress through the sunny plaza, still teeming with the usual assortment of humanity.”
Another sentence on page 6 reads:  

He mashed his glasses on his nose instantly dispelling the magic and glared at us through the thick lenses that diminished his eyes to tiny, black beads.
This would read better, using appropriate commas as follows:  

He mashed his glasses on his nose, instantly dispelling the magic, and glared at us through the thick lenses that diminished his eyes to tiny, black beads.
3.  Any material submitted for publication or review should be as free of mechanical errors as possible.  It would appear this submitted material needs more careful proofreading.  Page 2, for example, was reviewed closely for those types of errors, and 7 errors were found on that one page alone.  Mechanical errors are defined by the reviewer as typos, missing periods, use of capitals when not needed, lack of capitals when they should be used, words run together, excessive spacing between words, etc. 

4.  Throughout the material, sentences leading up to a piece of dialogue are one paragraph, then the dialogue starts as a separate paragraph.  That is not the convention for dialogue in American English.  For example, on page 2:  

Our formerly taciturn friend Kiki, however, who  stood silhouetted in the doorway, scanning the bar aired his views a little too loudly.
“We residents have to put up with these people and their crowding us out of our normal haunts. . . .”   
The normal convention for such dialogue, making it much clearer who is speaking,  is not to have that second paragraph.  The above should be written as:  

Our formerly taciturn friend Kiki, however, who  stood silhouetted in the doorway, scanning the bar aired his views a little too loudly. “We residents have to put up with these people and their crowding us out of our normal haunts. . . .”   

Another example on page 7:  

Kiki sat swirling the brandy in his glass__, gazing at the streaming window.  

“The potent contrast of the man’s ultramarino blue pullover, the child’s . . .
That should be written as:  

Kiki sat swirling the brandy in his glass__, gazing at the streaming window.  “The potent contrast of the man’s ultramarino blue pullover, the child’s . . .

Note that the “__” appears to be a typo, as well as “ultramarino” which should be “ultramarine.”  

5.  Sometimes, dialogue is presented without a tag to indicate who is talking.  For example, on page 4, we read:  

“May I drive you home?  My car is right around the corner and that sky looks threatening.”

Who is talking?  By inference, you find out in the next paragraph that it is Luis.  But you shouldn’t have to get that by inference.  In general, when writing dialogue and there are more than two people involved, you need to put in tags to indicate who is talking, or use some other method to make sure the reader doesn’t have to guess who is talking.  
6.  More attention needs to be paid to paragraphing.  As noted above, there are several paragraphs on page 1 that are only one sentence long.  Then look at the paragraph on page 8 that starts out reading:  

“Of course,” she said in her light as bird song tones, “I can just see you . . .
That paragraph has ten sentences, is at least 20 lines long, and would take up more than 2 pages if typed portrait style, double spaced.  Obviously, that should be broken into several paragraphs, and those one-sentence paragraphs need reviewing also.  
7.  There is a real problem in part three, starting on page 13, that where Luis is telling what happened when Kiki was in Deirdre’s apartment.  This starts:  

“When I was a little boy whenever anything happened at home, anything at all, my father would belt me first and find out who really did it later.  
That part is Luis talking, but he’s relaying what Kiki was saying.  That gets very confusing, and at times it is impossible to tell who’s really talking.  
When Luis is talking, quote marks need to be used, when Kiki is talking, then apostrophes need to be used.  The apostrophes are to indicate a quote within a quote.  That is done correctly at times, and not correctly at other times.  The punctuation was erratic enough to make understanding of that section difficult.  It takes absolute accurate punctuation in that scene to understand who is saying what.  
Note also that Ian, I believe, is also talking in that scene.  If so, that is difficult to know for sure since his name is never used at all.  If Ian is there, then he is relaying what Luis is saying while Luis is relaying what Kiki is saying.  Very, very cumbersome.  
That whole episode would be better written, in the reviewer’s opinion, as a flashback using the third person.  Imagine something like:  
There in Deirdre’s apartment, Kiki had stood up.  He walked over to her and said, “When I was a little boy . . .

Using the third person and a flashback eliminates all the problems of writing dialogue for one person, he relaying dialogue of another person.  In addition, we can follow the actions and dialogue of Kiki alone, the main character in that scene, without worrying about the actions and dialogue of Luis, which tends to muddy up the whole scene.  
GENERAL STORY QUALITY/INTEREST
Perhaps the most important quality about a piece of writing, in the reviewer’s opinion, is the general interest the material evokes.  An author can have a piece of prose that is structurally perfect, a piece without any mechanical errors of any kind, but if the story doesn’t spark interest, if it doesn’t keep the reader turning pages, then the work needs significant rewriting.  Based on that, the following comments are made.  

1. The knowledge of Spain and its culture was very good.  Also, interesting.  It would have been nice, however, to have a better geographical fix for the town mentioned.  Letting the reader know, for example, that the location was near Barcelona, or perhaps on the Costa del Sol, would enhance the reality of the story.  As written, the location in Spain is nebulous, giving the story a somewhat nebulous quality also.  
2. The teller of the story is Ian Ferguson, but the reviewer had to read the material carefully several times to understand that.  His name is barely mentioned, maybe three times in the 6,000 words submitted.  It is suggested that be corrected.  The character who is narrating the story shouldn’t be that invisible.  
3. Evaluation of the story:  

As writers, we are told -- whether you are writing a novel, a short story, or whatever -- that you need to grab the readers interest immediately.  That means in the first chapter, even on the first page.  What the reviewer didn’t see in the opening of this novel is any such action or any event or any dialogue to pull in the reader.  In fact, that wasn’t seen in the entire 20 pages submitted.  
We are often told, again as writers, that our stories should contain conflict.  That can mean many things to many people.  It could be significant tension between characters, a mystery revealed but not solved, an impending disaster, an impending goal yet to be realized.  A novel needs to be written about something more dramatic than us regular people merely getting through our relatively mundane days.  

Unfortunately, the submitted material doesn’t seem, to the reviewer, to have much drama, tension, conflict, or whatever you want to call it that would keep the average reader turning pages.  The reviewer didn’t see a hint of any dramatic event happening in the future, or any hint of some dramatic change in relationships that will happen in the future.  The reviewer didn’t see any real tension or conflict.  Although the setting is exotic, the story seems to end up being just a telling of relatively regular people doing relatively mundane things.  
The basic suggestion of the reviewer is to consider where this story is going.  Hopefully, something significant will happen somewhere in the book.  Will there be a dramatic change in the relationships between the characters?  Marriage, divorce, a love affair, murder?  Will Kiki do something to astound the art world?  
You need to give the reader something that is more outside the realm of daily life, something that will keep him turning pages to find out what’s going to happen next.  Then, you need to give foreshadowing of those significant happenings in the opening of the novel.  If the reader hasn’t found something in chapter 1 to draw him into the novel, it’s doubtful he will keep reading to chapter 8 or 9 to see if something does happen.  
Think about Ernest Hemingway’s books involving Spain.  He wrote stories about bullfighting, the Spanish Civil War, the running before the bulls in Pamplona.  Use your knowledge of Spain, its language, and its culture, to write something equally dramatic.  You may also like to review novels by modern-day Spanish author, Arturo Perez-Reverte.  His novels always contain dramatic and forceful plots.  
