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The  Guide to Writing a Book Proposal

Dear Reader:

The first time I saw my name — my name! — on the cover of a book, I feared I was hallucinating. Writers are notoriously loopy, and it seemed quite probable that I had fallen victim to some delusional disease in which all my senses conspired to deceive me into believing that I had joined the ranks of published book authors.

Since that first book, which was as much Barb's doing as mine, we have spent many hours discussing ways to share that incredible “newly published” sensation with more writers. The problem with most books about writing, we agreed, is that they're written by writers who, besides being loopy, tend to suffer from severe tunnel vision when it comes to the business of writing.

Our mission here, then, is to give you a more balanced view of the art and business of getting published. The more you know about how the publishing industry works, the better equipped you are to build a proposal that will knock the breath out of an editor and make him scramble for the telephone. And someday you, too, may wake up to find you aren't hallucinating after all.





  
    
      

      
        For authors everywhere, we offer these tools to help you in your pursuit of publication. May success attend your quest!
      

    

  
    
      

      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

      You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

      We now have well over 300 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When youre done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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      Important sound bytes of information
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      Quick handy tips
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      Urgent warnings
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      Solutions to common problems
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      Top Ten Things You Should Know about Book Publishing

      
        	Agents and editors are always looking for great new talent.

        	Nonfiction is easier for new authors to break into than fiction.

        	New fiction authors should write at least two novels in the same genre to build a readership base.

        	You don't always need an agent.

        	A good agent is your guide through the publishing process as well as your business partner.

        	Rejections are business decisions, not an indictment of you or your work.

        	Agents and editors don't have time to deal with amateurs. Therefore, be professional in all your dealings.

        	Six-figure advances are the exception, not the rule, especially for first-time authors.

        	From the author's perspective, nothing in publishing ever happens quickly.

        	No matter how many setbacks you encounter, the only person who can tell you you're not a good writer is you.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      [image: illustration] According to the International Publishers Association, U.S. book publishers put more than 65,000 new titles in print in an average year. No one keeps track of how many manuscripts are rejected in an average year, but you can be sure the number is phenomenal; even assuming that one in ten manuscripts gets published (and that's probably quite a generous assumption), that means every year well over half a million book ideas never go anywhere.

      Why do so few book proposals make it to print? Contrary to the popular belief among many would-be writers, still writhing with righteous indignation over their latest rejection slips, it is not because authors are at the mercy of the capricious whims of editors or agents who are incapable of recognizing the rare and beautiful even when it is served up on a platter. In virtually every instance, a book idea is rejected because it fails to meet a publisher's standards of salability.

      Those standards are high, and justifiably so. Publishers will spend a minimum of $50,000 to acquire, print, and promote a given book; in order to stay in business, the publishing house has to choose those titles that it expects will be profitable. Authors, especially first-time authors, often get so wrapped up in their own projects that they fail to recognize the very real business needs of the publishers to whom they hope to sell their work.

      Talk to any editor or agent who has been in the publishing business for a few years, and he or she likely will give you the same list of common mistakes first-time writers make in trying to sell their ideas. Sometimes their ideas aren't original, or they haven't found that unique slant that will catch an editor's attention. Sometimes authors pitch ideas that don't fit in with a publisher's line, or they don't take the trouble to find the right publisher for their project. Sometimes there just isn't a demonstrable market of readers for the project.

      Unfortunately, many authors are vague about how the publishing industry works and unfamiliar with the tools editors and agents use to decide which proposals land in the dead file and which earn the elusive acceptance letter. It's like going fishing, except that you don't know what kind of fish you want to land, where to find them, or what kind of bait they like. You wouldn't expect to be very successful at fishing if you didn't have this basic knowledge, as well as the tools to do the job, would you? Yet, all too often, writers send their works off like an amateur angler, hoping to hook a contract without knowing exactly what a particular publisher is looking for or even where that publisher's readers are.

      No one, and especially no book, can guarantee that your next book proposal will set your telephone ringing with flattering contract offers. But you can make your proposals more complete, more energetic, and more professional. That alone will make your ideas seem like tiny islands of peace in a sea of pandemonium, naturally drawing the eye of any editor or agent and giving your work its best opportunity for thorough consideration. Eventually, you might just hit that magical combination of the right idea at the right time with the right publisher for the right readership — and, just like that, you'll be a published author.
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[image: illustration] What Do You Want to Write?

      The writing life has been glamorized in fiction and film, leading many aspiring writers to believe it consists of lounging for hours in quirky diners with a cup of coffee, a legal pad, and a pen, dreaming up your next great opus. There's nothing wrong with this vision; for lots of writers, it may even be fairly close to reality. But if you're serious about building a writing career, you'll have to take much more specific and much less glamorous action.

      
Setting a Goal

      Successful people in virtually any field usually have at least this one skill in common: They visualize where they want to be five, ten, or more years in the future, then they work their way back to figure out what steps they need to take to get there. For aspiring writers, the long-term goal may be one published book, several books, or even the celebrity that comes with publishing a bestseller. Whatever your dream is, the trick to making it come true is planning the best way to get there, and then sticking to your plan.

      Goals and Projects

      There's an important difference between goals and projects. Goals are broad in nature, and there may be several ways to achieve a given goal. Projects are smaller in scope and usually have an ordered method, a series of steps, that will lead to completion. If you want to own a house someday, that's a goal. If you want to add a sunroom onto your house, that's a project.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        Most writers prefer projects to goals, because they like knowing the steps to follow to finish a project. That's why books about writing give you advice on developing your plot, creating characters with depth, and so forth; each of these is a step that, taken in the correct order, moves you toward completion of your project, and each in turn moves you closer to achieving your goal.

      

      Your goal is to be a published book author. Your project is the book you're working on. You might reach your goal in a number of ways. Even if you're a fiction writer, you might land a contract for a nonfiction book before you can sell your science fiction novel. In this way, you'll have achieved your goal of becoming a published book author, though not the way you envisioned it. Meanwhile, your science fiction novel is a project for you to work on, and your chances of selling that project increase dramatically if you already have a book credit in your portfolio.

      Time-Based Goals

      People who work creatively, whether they are writers, actors, musicians, or painters, sometimes set time limits for themselves to achieve their dreams. You might think in terms of publishing your first book by the time you're twenty-five, for example, or you might give yourself three years to get your book published. These kinds of internal deadlines help keep many people motivated to pursue their goals. And it is certainly a valid way to avoid the “someday” trap and stay focused.

      Unfortunately, time-based goals also have a down side, especially when they're too broad or used as stand-alone goals. The down side is failure. If you don't have other ways to track your progress, the ability to meet a self-imposed deadline becomes your only measure of success. This can be devastating when your twenty-fifth birthday passes or three years go by and you don't have that first book contract. If your overall plan doesn't include other ways to gauge your progress, you are likely to feel like a failure — even if you have racked up other publishing credits in the meantime.
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        If you've said, more than once, “One of these days I'm going to write a book,” but haven't taken any steps toward realizing that ambition, you're caught in the “someday” trap. Giving yourself time-based goals — like a deadline for finishing your outline or your first chapter — can help you break the “someday” cycle.

      

      If you stop to think about it, the time-based goals you give yourself are completely arbitrary, no matter what they're based on. Any number of factors might prevent you from getting your first book published before your twenty-fifth birthday or within three years of finishing your manuscript, none of which may be within your control. Self-imposed deadlines work best when matched with smaller, realistic goals — ideally ones that are within your power to control.

      Accomplishment-Based Goals

      Goals based on completing specific tasks — especially specific tasks within a larger project — are usually more realistic and more satisfying, especially for the beginning writer. Even published pros can be daunted by the idea of sitting down and writing a whole book; it's too large a job to get your mind around all at once. That's why so many writing books advise you to break big projects down into smaller, more manageable elements.

      Any writing project, whether it's a magazine article or book-length work, can be broken down into smaller parts. A novel, for instance, needs a plot, settings, and characters; instead of just starting at page one and forging ahead, you can write a short narrative of your plot that will serve as a sort of roadmap to help you stay on course when you write. You can write a descriptive piece about the settings in your story to help you visualize them more clearly. And you can write mini-biographies for each of your main characters, which gives you a chance to focus properly on each of them before you toss them all together into your story.

      Nonfiction projects can be broken down in similar ways. A mission statement for your book tells you what you want to accomplish with your writing. A chapter-by-chapter outline helps you define the material to be covered and how it is to be organized. A list of resources or questions that need to be answered helps focus your research efforts.
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        Publishing in general is highly competitive, and fiction markets are especially difficult for new authors to break into. You can improve your chances of getting published if you stay open to other opportunities, even if they're out of your favored genre. A nonfiction book credit is still a book credit, and it will probably help you as you market your fiction.

      

      Smaller goals like these serve two purposes: They help you progress toward your overall goal of writing a book, and they help keep you motivated and on track. When you finish your plot narrative or your nonfiction outline, you get to revel in a sense of accomplishment that otherwise would be postponed until you completed the entire book. And when you feel like you're making progress toward your overall goal, you are more likely to stick with it instead of feeling stuck.

      Accomplishments and Deadlines

      Time-based goals work best when they are combined with accomplishment-based goals. Tie your self-imposed deadlines to the smaller elements in your book project. Instead of pressuring yourself to get a book published before the next Leap Year, resolve to have your nonfiction outline done in the next thirty days. Give yourself a week to write the mini-bio for your protagonist, then devote the following week to the mini-bio of your protagonist's love interest, and so on.

      Combining these elements gives you a tangible measurement of your progress; you can look at what you've done and know that you've used your time wisely to move a step or two closer to your goal of getting published. You're less likely to get discouraged in the long run, because you direct your energy at taking charge of the things you can control rather than at the things that are beyond your control.
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        Working against your own deadlines is good practice for when you do get a publishing contract with legally binding deadlines. By setting your own deadlines to complete various writing tasks, you learn more about how you write — the kind of pace you're comfortable with, for example — and will be better able to judge whether you can meet deadlines requested by publishers.

      

      
Plotting Your Career

      Many writers focus their energy on their current projects or on their overall goals without giving much thought to career planning. You might get where you want to go by waiting for inspiration and opportunity to strike; lots of writing careers have been made that way. But most beginning writers benefit from defining their goals, identifying the things that will help them achieve their goals, and then laying out a career plan to follow.

      Choosing a Genre

      Like actors, writers are often “typecast” into specific categories. A non-fiction author may make a name for himself writing business books, or a fiction author may become known as a mystery writer. This is not to say that you can't make the jump from one genre to another, but when you're at the beginning of your career, you should plan to write at least two books in the same genre before switching.

      Following up your first book with another in the same genre serves two purposes. First, readers tend to expect certain things from certain authors. A reader who read your first gothic novel will expect your second offering to be a gothic novel, too, and she likely will be disappointed if you switch to fantasy; therefore, sticking with the same genre helps you build a base readership. Second, but just as important for beginning authors, selling a second book in the same genre helps build your self-confidence because it proves that getting your first book published was not a fluke.
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        Some writers pour all their energy into one book project at a time, preferring to write the query, proposal, and partial or full manuscript before even thinking about whether they want to do a second project. Pacing your projects so that you have one in each stage at all times helps remind you that there are other ideas waiting to be written, so lack of progress on one project isn't quite so discouraging.

      

      Projects and Stages

      Professional authors often have three or even four projects going at the same time, albeit in different stages: one project that has been published and that the author is now helping to promote, one that is in the writing stage, one that is in the marketing stage, and even one that's in the dreaming-up stage. These authors always have something to work on and something to look forward to.

      Of course, juggling projects this way requires a great deal of organization and discipline. Deadlines for the project you're writing might interfere with promotional efforts for the published book, and the project being marketed might sell sooner than expected. Some authors arrange their days with blocks of time devoted to each of their various projects. Some even have separate desks and filing cabinets — one set for works in progress, and one for works that have sold and need to be promoted.

      If you're a beginning writer, you don't have too many projects to worry about, but you do have some juggling to do. While you're waiting for responses to your query letter, you can polish your proposal so it's ready to send when an agent or editor asks to see it. At the same time, you can collect material and make notes for your next book idea, so you'll have the preliminary work done when you're ready to write your next query letter.

      Building Your Portfolio

      Another critical element in plotting your career is developing your credentials and publishing credits to boost your attractiveness as a new book author. (Chapter 15 offers detailed information on ways to collect useful credentials.) Ideally, your portfolio should relate directly to your book project. If you're marketing your science fiction novel, it will help if you've published short stories in a respected science fiction magazine or if you've published technical articles in science journals. For nonfiction projects, newspaper and magazine credits on a similar topic will make a good impression with a prospective agent or editor.

      These small projects may seem inconsequential when compared to your goal of landing a book contract, but they are an integral part of most successful writing careers. Indeed, many published book authors supplement their income and keep their names before the reading public with magazine articles and short stories. Some even find ideas for their next book while they're researching or writing these shorter pieces.

      
The Personal Project

      Most writers focus on what they want to write — the genre and topics for which they feel a particular affinity. The aspiring romance novelist writes about romance, and the aspiring domestic diva writes about the home. These are passionate projects, the ones that motivate us to sit down at the computer or typewriter and pour our souls onto the page.

      Beginning writers often get discouraged when they find that agents and editors don't share their passion for their projects. Rejection slips and even constructive criticism make many would-be writers feel at best pessimistic about their prospects of realizing their dreams. One aspiring writer, wounded by a critique that accompanied a rejection of his first novel, lamented, “If I can't write this (genre), what am I supposed to do?”

      The answer, echoed by virtually every professional author, is “Keep trying.” The subject or genre you feel passionate about may not sell today or even this year, but its time may come next year or the year after. While you're waiting for the market to catch up to your vision, you can study your craft, hone your skills, and look for other opportunities to help you realize your writing ambitions.
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        Look for ideas that can cross over between books and magazines. Is there a chapter in your nonfiction book that could be adapted for a magazine article? Can you condense a subplot from your romance novel to write a new short story? Finding different ways to use the same material saves you time and energy, and cross-marketing your work like this can help boost your career.

      

      
The Business Project

      Business projects have three main advantages for writers: They promote your career, they generate income, and they provide opportunities to hone your writing skills. These projects usually aren't personally compelling and would not have been your first choice. In fact, business projects will often come to you (as opposed to your seeking them out) through an agent or editor who thinks you might be a good fit — even if they've rejected a proposal from you before. For example, your agent or an editor may have rejected your mainstream novel, but may peg you for a book about small business planning because your author's bio indicated you've taught seminars on that topic for several years.

      The best example of a business project is a nonfiction title for the writer who dreams of making a name for himself as a novelist. His heart is in fic-tion; that's where he finds the passion to write. But the path to getting published may well include a detour down the nonfiction lane, if he's open to the opportunity.

      Many writers have a hard time accepting this premise; they believe they should only write in the genre or on the topic they feel passionate about. It's often especially difficult for would-be fiction authors to open themselves to the idea of writing nonfiction. But there are two factors that make the concept of the business project important to you as a writer. First, the hardest part about becoming a published book author is getting that first book credit. Second, it's often much easier for new writers to get that first book credit with a nonfiction project than with a fiction book.
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          How often do agents and editors solicit writers for projects?
        

        It doesn't happen all the time, but it's frequent enough that you should keep an open mind about these kinds of opportunities. A publishing house may decide it needs a book on a specific topic to fill a niche in its list, and its editors will ask agents if they can recommend a writer for that project. Agents often keep reminders of prospective authors' areas of expertise for just such situations.

      

      
Write What You Know

      Sometimes the biggest challenge for writers is coming up with a good story or a good topic. Most writing instructors advise students to write what they know about and avoid the things they don't know about. If you live in a small Midwestern town and have never traveled overseas, the instructors say, set your novel in Paris, Iowa, not Paris, France. This is good advice, as far as it goes. But for our purposes here, it doesn't go far enough.

      All of us know more than we think we do. We have work experiences, hobbies, and life experiences that, with a little practice and a slight change in the way we view our knowledge, can be transformed into compelling premises for a book. The challenge is to take a step back and look at your experiences from an outsider's point of view.

      Work Experience

      Most of us spend most of our days working at something other than writing books, so the workplace is a good spot to begin the search for potential book ideas. We all know that we can adapt our workplace as a setting for a novel, or capture traits and mannerisms of our coworkers for our characters. But there are other possibilities, too.

      Have you been working in a particular field for several years? Is there an issue in that field that needs to be addressed, and do you have ideas on how it should be done? Your years of experience would be a great asset when you're pitching this book idea to agents and editors.

      Even the most mundane job can present book possibilities. Suppose you're a waitress in a sports bar. You could identify seven main customer types and write a book about them. Maybe you could write an hour-by-hour account of a typical Friday night in your establishment. Or you could write a book about major sporting contests and how the clientele and mood of the place differs between a regular-season baseball game and the World Series.

      Personal Hobbies

      Many writers abandon their other hobbies, preferring to concentrate attention on their book manuscripts. But a hobby can be the basis of a winning book proposal, especially in today's society, when leisure activities like collecting and crafts are so popular. Perhaps your own hobby is unusual enough that there aren't any books about it, or perhaps the books that are available don't reflect your own experience. If you have engaged in your hobby for years, that gives you credibility in writing about it.

      Life Experience

      Each of us experiences life in his own way, and each of us has experiences that touch us differently. You may take your life experiences for granted and don't see them as a resource. To give yourself a different perspective on the things you've done and the things that have happened to you, try making lists of them. Then find a friend or relative who knows firsthand about these happenings, and ask him or her to describe the event to you. Looking at your own life from someone else's point of view can be eye opening; your relative or friend may have a different memory of the event from yours, and may even ascribe different motives and emotions than you do.
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        Most writers are familiar with the advice, “Write for the market.” Author Fay Weldon cautions that “the market” doesn't mean agents or editors; “the market” is your reader. Always write with your reader in mind, and have faith that eventually an agent or editor will catch on to “the market.”

      

      What Fascinates You?

      You don't have to be an expert on a topic to write about it, and you aren't required to experience firsthand the things you write about. Ann Rule writes true crime stories, usually murder stories, but that doesn't make her a murderer. The Boston Globe staff wrote a book about the child sex abuse scandal in the Catholic Church, but that doesn't mean any of those writers were personally abused by a priest.

      One of the great things about writing books is that it can be your excuse to add to your store of knowledge. You can choose a subject that interests you — space travel, marine biology, history, mathematics, global economics, basketry, basketball, or any of a million and one other themes. Your personal interest in the topic, combined with good research, can get you started. Add to your topic an angle that hasn't been used yet, and you may have the makings of a great book idea.

      You can further leverage your interests by combining a plot point or setting for your novel with a potential nonfiction book; do the research once and get two book ideas out of it. If your novel involves modern whaling, for example, you might be able to turn your research for your novel into a layman's guide to whale watching. And if you get your whale-watching guide published, you'll have an impressive selling point when you begin to market your whaling novel.

      
Grist for the Idea Mill

      Beginning writers sometimes feel that they were born too late; all the good ideas are already taken, and some of them are overused. One particularly cynical critic once said that there are only six plots for fiction, and three of them are used regularly. It's enough to make the novice despair of ever coming up with something fresh.

      Fortunately, it doesn't matter whether that critic was right or not. We keep writing, and our readers keep reading, and no amount of cynicism will change that. The trick, especially for beginning writers, is to get the idea mill churning reliably, and that is simply a matter of knowing where to look and what to look for. Here are three simple steps to start the wheels turning:

      
        	
Read, read, read. Newspapers, magazines, books, and Internet sites are home to ideas just waiting to be mined. A short item on a ten-car pile-up on the interstate might give you a starting point for your next short story; a single quote from a government official may trigger an entire plot line for a spy thriller.

        	
Think, “What if?” Whenever you read, ask “what if” questions. What if the second car in that ten-car pile-up had not tried to change lanes? What if the government official had made his comment two years ago? “What if” questions let you unleash your own imagination and make you an active thinker rather than a passive receiver of information.

        	
Look for holes. There are always at least two sides to every situation. As you read, look for aspects that haven't been given their due. The story on the ten-car pile-up probably covered the aspects of weather, speed, emergency response, injuries, and effects on other motorists. But there might be other aspects that didn't get much attention, such as whether all the drivers involved were insured, or how one's religious faith comes into play after a traumatic event.
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        Try putting yourself in another person's place to see a new angle to an old subject. There are lots of books about how to provide the best customer service, for example; are there any written from the customer's point of view? Has the topic of leadership been tackled from the point of view of the follower? Searching for different perspectives and unanswered questions can lead to terrific book ideas.

      

      Once you get into the practice of searching for ideas, your problem will be reversed: Practically overnight, you'll find that you have too many ideas and not enough time to devote to them all. To make sure you don't lose any of those ideas, devise a system for keeping track of them. It doesn't have to be fancy or extensive. Many writers use 3″ × 5″ index cards to write short notes about possible book ideas and then store the cards in a recipe box. This system is simple to use and doesn't require a lot of space.

      
It's Time to Write

      Some writers advise you to write every day, whether you feel like it or not. The argument for this is twofold. First, like any other artist, you must practice your craft, and, second, making yourself write every day instills the discipline you'll need to finish your projects. Committing to some writing time every day also helps you make writing a priority; this is important for those who dream about writing but never seem to find the time to sit down and do it.

      Do you really need to write every single day? It may seem excessive; after all, few other disciplines require you to work seven days a week, 365 days a year. Besides, when it comes to any creative endeavor, the mind and the muse both need time to rest. You won't ruin your writing career if you take an occasional day off, or even an occasional week's vacation. As with most aspects of writing, the time you need to devote to it depends on your lifestyle, your other commitments, and what you want to accomplish.
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        Just as important as time to write is a place to write. Whether you can convert the spare bedroom into an office or have to block off a corner of the living room with a folding screen, set up a place in your home devoted to writing. Having your own space where you can leave the tools of your trade about without worrying about other people messing around with them will make things a lot easier.

      

      Depending on What You Write

      When you're working on fiction, it's a good idea to write every day, or nearly every day. You can lose tone, minor plot points, and the genuine feel for your characters if you wait too long between writing sessions. Most writers who advise you to write every day are thinking in terms of book-length fiction, where these factors are more important and you could more easily lose track of them.

      Nonfiction is different, because each chapter is more like a long magazine article — a piece that can stand on its own. (The exceptions to this are biographies, true crime stories, and other works that follow a preset chronology, where continuity in tone, plot, and character development are important.) When it comes to writing nonfiction, you probably won't lose the feel of the whole if you allow several days to elapse between chapters.

      A Window of Opportunity

      Some people are at their most creative in the early morning. Others can't get going until late at night, when the rest of the world has gone to bed and they are alone and free to imagine whatever they like. Still others can write productively at almost any hour of the day, as long as the inspiration is there.

      How you write is as personal as what you write. If you aren't sure when your muse is most active, experiment with writing at different times of the day under different conditions and examine the results. You may find that you do your best work in the hour or two before breakfast, or that you need Bach or the Beatles playing softly in the background to stimulate the flow of ideas and words. Or you may find that you need a couple of hours in the neighborhood diner with a pad of paper, a pen, and a bottomless cup of coffee.

      Setting a Schedule

      Once you figure out the time and place that's best for you and your writing, work it into your routine. Some writers recommend setting aside the same time every day to be devoted to writing, because this makes writing a regular habit rather than an occasional hobby. This sort of schedule is particularly useful if you have trouble working writing time into your daily life. It also can be useful if you have a family; you can schedule your writing time from 8 P.M. to 10 P.M., for example, and let family members know that this time is off-limits for other activities.

      Most writers prefer to have blocks of time, rather than a spare few minutes here and there. For most of us, it takes a little while to settle down, organize our ideas, and begin writing. Having an hour (or two or three or four) blocked out will give you more time for this kind of settling in.
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        Too much time sometimes can be a problem too, because work usually expands to fulfill the time allotted for it. If you find yourself spending a good share of your writing time staring into space or otherwise avoiding the actual writing, try cutting back on your writing hours. If you only have an hour to write, you might find yourself getting down to work sooner than if you give yourself two hours to do it.

      

      Life as a writer is tough, uplifting, hectic, exciting, frustrating, liberating, and disheartening. As often as not, it's all those things at the same time. Many, many would-be writers never get the hang of the ups and downs of the business and give up on their dreams of getting published. The rest of us are convinced that the ultimate reward, seeing one's name on the cover of a book, is just over the horizon, and that's what keeps us going.

    

  
    
      2
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      Many authors, even published pros, have only the sketchiest of notions about how the publishing industry operates. Everybody knows the basic steps: You submit your proposal, get a contract, finish the manuscript, and then, months later, you get a bound copy of your book in the mail. But there are dozens of intricate maneuvers behind each of these steps. Understanding these intricacies can help reduce your impatience and frustration as you seek to get your work into the public's hands.

      
How Publishing Works

      There's a romantic notion prevalent among writers that the key to success is getting your manuscript into the hands of an editor who recognizes its wondrous quality, and then it's nothing but celebrating. It's true that an editor who is enthusiastic about your work can help convince the decision-makers in the publishing house to take a chance on you. However, there are lots of other ingredients that go into the making of a contract offer, and few of them are within the editor's control.

      Acquisitions Process

      An editor rarely has the final say on whether a publishing contract is offered. Those decisions typically are made in “editorial meetings” by the publication board (informally called the “pub board”), a collection of editors, marketing and publicity staff, and the publisher or editor-in-chief. The pub board may meet once a week or less often; editors have a few minutes to pitch the projects of interest that have come across their desks. They may ask their colleagues to look over the proposal or manuscript, or they may recommend offering a contract.

      There are many ways for a project to get torpedoed in a pub board meeting. A marketing rep may balk, saying he'll have a hard time building buzz about such a book. Someone may point out that a similar book the house put out five years ago sold poorly. There may be other publishers coming out with similar titles, or the project may be too much of a stretch to fit into the publisher's usual line. No matter how well written a proposal or manuscript may be, these kinds of objections in the editorial meeting can kill the project.

      If the editor receives a positive response to her pitch at the pub board meeting, often she'll get approval to “run numbers” — that is, research the expenses and sales records of similar titles. She'll go back to the pub board with those figures; if any of her colleagues have read the proposal or manuscript, they'll offer their opinions. Then, depending on whether the colleagues liked it and whether the numbers show the publisher can make money, a “go” or “no go” decision is made. If it's a “go,” the editor-in-chief will authorize the editor to make an offer for the book. If it's a “no go,” the editor will send out a rejection.
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        As difficult as it is to get that first book contract, getting good marketing support for your book can be even harder. Publishers set promotion budgets for their entire list, and the amount of money dedicated to promoting a specific title can vary dramatically. This budget — and it may be quite small — has to cover advertising, special bookstore displays, and all other promotional costs. That's why it's so important for you to determine what you can do yourself to promote your book.

      

      This lengthy back-and-forth process is the main reason publishers take so long to respond to your submissions. It's also why the slogan, “No news is good news,” is so widely adopted among experienced authors. Once in a great while, you might find a publisher straining at the leash to get your signature on a contract. But most of the time, and for most authors, it's a case of waiting, waiting, and waiting some more.

      The Editorial Process

      You can expect to work with at least two and often three different editors as your manuscript is developed. The acquiring editor — the one who pitched your idea to the pub board and made the contract offer — is your first point of contact. He's the one you work with while you're writing your book. You'll deliver your manuscript to him, according to the schedule in the contract, and you'll work with him to resolve any problems or issues that come up during the course of the work.

      When you turn in your final manuscript, the acquiring editor will read through it and may have questions or suggestions for you. At some houses, the acquiring editor will then turn the manuscript over to a development or project editor. The development editor focuses on the structure and content of the work and may have a whole new set of questions and suggestions for you.

      Finally, your manuscript will go to a copyeditor, who may be working in-house or as a freelancer. The copyeditor checks style, spelling, grammar, punctuation, and syntax; she also does fact-checking. Again, the copyeditor will usually have another set of questions and suggestions for the author.

      When this process is completed, your manuscript will go to a typesetter, who will create page proofs of what the final pages will look like. Generally, you'll have a chance to look at the proofs and make minor changes, if necessary. (At this stage, any major changes to your manuscript jeopardize the production schedule and cost the publishing house lots of money, so the editors will work closely with you to make sure the big stuff gets taken care of early on.)

      Distribution

      Once the manuscript is finalized and the design team has created the cover, page layout, illustrations, and other elements, the book is printed and bound, then shipped to the publisher's warehouse for distribution. Sales reps already have taken orders for your book from booksellers, and the publisher has sales contracts in place. These contracts usually allow the bookseller to return any unsold copies for a full refund; they also may cover such items as in-store displays and cooperative advertising, like a Borders newspaper ad that features your book.
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        About 8 percent of all books sold in the United States are purchased through Internet retailers like Amazon.com. Independent and small chain booksellers account for about 15 percent of sales, and mass merchandisers and warehouse outlets like Wal-Mart and Costco together claim about 13 percent of sales. Large bookseller chains like Borders and Barnes & Noble make the lion's share of sales.

      

      Because these special arrangements are so expensive, publishers typically reserve this treatment for books on which they expect to make a considerable profit. Most new titles are considered “midlist” books — that is, books that are expected to make some money, but not expected to achieve blockbuster sales. These books get shelf space in the stores, but aren't singled out to attract the buyer's eye.

      Publishing Expenses

      Publishers spend a minimum of $50,000 producing a new title, from acquisition to production to delivery to marketing. Many books never earn back the initial investment, which makes publishing a risky venture. That's why publishers look for at least a few highly commercial books; the revenues from the bestsellers help support the publication of midlist books.

      Every publisher has unavoidable costs. Hardcover printing costs about 8 percent of the retail price; distribution costs between 1.5 percent and 8 percent, depending on whether the publisher has to pay an outside company for this service. Wholesale and retail booksellers typically buy the books from the publisher at around 50 percent of the retail price. The author's royalties range from about 10 percent to 15 percent, depending on the volume of sales.

      The following chart shows what a typical publisher pays out and gets back for a hypothetical hardcover book, priced at $25, that sells 10,000 copies:

      
        
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	
            	Per Copy
            	Total (multiplied by 10,000 copies)
          

        
        
          
            	Retail price
            	$25.00
            	$250,000
          

          
            	Printing cost
            	$2.00
            	$20,000
          

          
            	Distribution cost
            	$2.00
            	$20,000
          

          
            	Bookseller discount
            	$12.50
            	$125,000
          

          
            	Author's royalties
            	$2.50
            	$25,000
          

          
            	Net revenues for publisher
            	—
            	$60,000
          

        
      

      The chart shows a tidy net revenue for the publisher. But keep in mind that the $60,000 generated by this one title has to help pay for all the other costs the publisher incurs — wages and benefits, insurance, legal costs, office expenses, marketing, and so on. Most publishers, even the big conglomerates, operate on a modest profit margin of between 5 and 10 percent.
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        There's a widespread perception that publishers have cut back on the number of new titles they produce each year. In fact, new title lists have been growing for the past few decades, even faster than book sales. New midlist titles in particular have seen steady growth over the past ten years.

      

      
A Day in the Life of an Editor

      An editor's workday is a cacophony of meetings and messages, contracts and crises. Virtually every editor is juggling several projects at a time. She's in the process of negotiating contracts for new titles; she's riding herd on books that are being written by her authors; she's working with the development editor and design team on manuscripts that are going through the editorial and production process; and she's working with the publicity and marketing departments on promoting books that are about to hit the stores.

      The official business day at most New York publishing houses runs from 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. But editors typically work ten, twelve, even fifteen or more hours a day, plus weekends, and most of them do so for relatively small salaries. It isn't unusual for an editor to get into the office at 8 A.M. or earlier, to catch up on voice mail and e-mail messages before the telephone starts ringing and the day's round of meetings begins. If he has time, he may go through dozens of queries, requested proposals and manuscripts, and unsolicited proposals and manuscripts that each day's mail deposits on his desk. He may even find time to write a rejection letter or e-mail.

      By 9 A.M., most editors are entering the daily routine of meetings. Nearly every day, your editor will have a meeting with the production department to talk about any issues for manuscripts that are being prepared for the printer. She may meet with the art director to discuss cover art for her books, or with the editor-in-chief to discuss negotiations for new titles.

      In between these meetings, the editor will periodically check voice mail and e-mail messages and squeeze in time to reply to the most urgent ones. His lunch hour may be spent at his desk returning those calls and e-mails, or he may have a lunch meeting scheduled with an agent or an author. After lunch, he has more meetings to attend and more messages waiting for him. By 5 P.M. his desk is full of packages from FedEx, UPS, and the post office; his inbox has memos and catalog copy and page proofs that need his attention; and there's a fresh batch of voice mail and e-mail messages waiting.

      It isn't until after the office closes for the day that the editor has time to read through the stacks of queries, proposals, and manuscripts that have accumulated in his office. He may spend an hour or two at his desk sorting through them, selecting the ones he wants to read on the couch that night and packing them up for the trip home. If he's lucky, he'll get through today's stack by 10 or 11 P.M. And tomorrow, he'll run the same marathon all over again.

      
Submitting Your Idea

      Now that you know what a typical editor's day is like, you can understand why editors get so peeved when hopeful writers don't pay attention to the guidelines for submitting their material. It isn't that editors are particularly rigid or controlling. They simply don't have the time to read material that isn't right for them or respond to writers' unnecessary e-mails and phone calls.
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        You stand the best chance of catching an editor's attention by following the writer's guidelines for submitting material; it shows that you respect the editor's time and that you've done your research. Market directories like Writer's Market offer specific instructions, and some publishers have their submission guidelines posted on their Web sites. With such readily available resources, there is no excuse for not giving an editor what she wants.
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