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AUTHOR’S NOTE: The
Business of Being a Writer was originally published in 1982,
before the widespread use of personal computers, the Internet, and
electronic publishing. While this excerpt has been updated, it is
still largely oriented toward publishing in the print media. I hope
you’ll find it useful anyway.

 


Now you have decided to write. You know what
you want to say, and you’ve done a rough draft or two so you know
how you want to say it. The next step is finding someone who wants
to publish your work—but before you even begin that arduous search,
you have to know how to package your product.

Suppose you went into a supermarket and
looked at two different brands of canned peaches at the same price
side by side. In one instance, the can is shiny and smooth, with a
colorfully printed label and a mouth-watering picture of the
peaches inside. In the other instance, the can is rusted and dented
with no label; instead, someone has scrawled “peaches” in crayon
across the metal. Without knowing anything about the quality of the
merchandise, which can would you be more likely to buy? Most people
would choose the good-looking can, on the general assumption that
the manufacturer who takes the trouble to package a product
presentably has probably gone to some effort to make the quality of
the product good as well.

The same is true in writing. Editors have a
natural bias in favor of manuscripts that look neat and
professionally done. This doesn’t mean they’ll automatically reject
a brilliant work just because it looks sloppy (although if it’s bad
enough, they might send it back and ask the writer to do it over).
But the deck is already heavily stacked against the beginning
author. First impressions count for a great deal. If you can
convince an editor that you know what you’re doing, that you truly
are a professional—as opposed to all the thousands of
amateurs out there who think they can write—then you’re
halfway toward making a sale. One of the best ways to appear
professional is to turn in a professional-looking manuscript.

Virtually every book on writing explains
proper manuscript format. Writing magazines repeat the advice at
least once a year. Many writing courses spend a session or so
telling their students how it should be done. There should by now
be no excuse for anyone in the country not to know the proper way
to present a manuscript to an editor.

Experience, however, dictates otherwise.
Editors are constantly trying to top one another with horror
stories about the manuscripts that come across their desks. My own
experience at reading the “slush pile” (that is, unsolicited
manuscripts) also tells me that there are vast numbers of people
who are totally ignorant of these basic rules. One editor I know
has even gone so far as to print up his own two-page manuscript
guide, which he sends back along with his rejection notes.

So, tedious as the subject might be, I’m
going to repeat some of the most basic rules for you now. Ignore
them at your own risk.


Manuscript
Format

 


The first, most basic rule of all is that
your manuscript (abbreviated MS; plural, MSS) must be typed.
If you don’t type yourself, then you must find someone to type your
manuscripts for you. (“Typed” includes done in a word-processing
program and printed out.) The typing must be double-spaced in dark
black ink on one side of the page only. Use only
standard-sized (that is, 8½-by-11 inch) white paper with at least a
one-inch margin on all sides. Editors don’t expect you to be a
perfect typist; a few last-minute hand-printed corrections on a
page are acceptable (although computers with spell-checking are
making it increasingly less so). Anything more than that should
probably be reprinted in the interests of neatness. Similarly, any
pages that get damaged in the course of their journey should be
redone.

Make sure you use a clear, easy-to-read font.
No matter how many different font sets you have on your computer,
stick with traditional ones. Serif proportionally-spaced fonts like
Century Schoolbook work best for ordinary text; proportional sans
serif fonts like Arial or Helvetica look good in headings;
monospaced fonts like Courier or Monaco (in small doses) can
be nice to mimic typewritten pages. Nothing smaller than 10 points,
please; 12 points is even better.

Why all these rigid, arcane details? Editors
are very protective of their eyes. Anything that makes it easier
and more comfortable to read will find them more disposed to a
favorable decision. Things that are hard to read and make them
squint leave a bad impression. The odds are stacked high enough
against you as it is; you want your editor to be as happy as
possible.

All that white space between the lines and in
the margins are for notes and changes the publisher’s employees may
need to make. If the editor wants to change some of your wording,
she’ll write it in the space above the line where it belongs. If
she needs to make notes to the typesetter, she’ll usually jot them
in the margins. White space is an editor’s friend; don’t be stingy
with it to save paper.

Somewhere on each page, usually in the header
or footer, you should have a word or two of identification as well
as the page number. For instance, Arthur Penman might put at the
top of the seventeenth page of his book Growing Up in
Wisconsin the notation: penman/wisconsin/17. The reason for
this is that most editors deal with many manuscripts at a time. If
by some mischance Penman’s manuscript should be knocked to the
floor with several others, it will be easier to sort his pages out
from the rest.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/15585
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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