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Dear Janet:

I was once asked by a retail trade journal to write a piece about a day in the life of a book salesman, and I happened to choose one who represented the company that was about to publish my first novel, Margo. The salesman was a fan of the book.

I requested that, when he pitched Margo, he avoid mentioning that the author was sitting right there; I was to be introduced as what I was: a journalist on assignment. (To avoid conflict of interest, I did not mention my book in the article.)

He and I sat across from an overworked bookstore manager in a cramped, cluttered office. The manager looked dubious when the salesman began raving about the small first novel, especially when he said, “It’s so gripping that you can open it to any page and you’ll want to read the next.”

The manager seemed to reluctantly to accept an ARC (advance reader copy), but opened it in the middle and began to read silently. The salesman said, “I really think you’ll find that this – “ and the manager lifted a hand for silence as he continued to read. I could have gone to heaven right then.

I had already had an experience with Margo more encouraging than any sales report. I had finished the writing in the olden days before computers, and I carried my only copy of the manuscript with me on a flight to California. I was doing my final run-through, tweaking it one more time before shipping it to the publisher.

When I finished the first half of the manuscript, I tucked those pages into the seat pocket in front of me and started on the second half. When I arrived at my hotel, I became just short of suicidal when I realized I had left that first half on the plane. 

I vowed never to eschew copy machines or carbon paper again and began a series of frantic phone calls to the airline. After a sleepless night and another half-day of torment, I finally got a call from a woman in the airline’s lost-and-found department several states away.

“Tell me you found the first half of my manuscript,” I said.

“I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “You send me the second half, and I’ll send you the first.”

I tried to kiss her over the phone. It was my first inkling that my first novel could hook and hold a reader.

Sincerely,

Jerry B. Jenkins

Black Forest, CO

(Adapted from Writing for the Soul, Jerry B. Jenkins, Writer’s Digest Books, 2006)
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